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Seeking Justice
by StormySky1005
Summary


Ezra is not a Bridger, but the Mandalorian heir of Clan Kryze, and also an Imperial operative. His mission: To capture Sabine Wren to answer for her crimes against her people. Sabine Wren is a Mandalorian with a dark past full of regrets, and now it's caught up to her.


Prologue
A/N: Everything belongs to Disney, except for any Original Content. Now, first, before anyone asks, Ezra does still have the Force in this story, but he very rarely uses it so as to not attract attention from the Empire. He is not from Lothal, but was raised in Kryze Castle on Kalevala. Also, fair warning, this story will be my first ever attempt at writing romance. I've studied it for a while prior to trying to do it myself, but don't be surprised if I butcher the romance aspect entirely. This story begins at the start of Rebels Season 3, the episode titled "Steps Into Shadow Part 1".


Chapter 1


Two stormtroopers walked back and forth on patrol, guarding a thin walkway that led to a small access point to an Imperial prison on Naraka. Neither of them noticed the two figures hanging on to the bottom of the walkway by their hands, one of a rather small stature and the other bigger than any human.


In a single synchronized movement, both figures swung themselves up to stand on the platform. Remaining quiet, they each grabbed one of the stormtroopers.


The big one, a large purple and hairy figure that was vaguely humanoid though with pointed ears, large green eyes, and lacking a protruding nose, grabbed his stormtrooper and lifted him completely off his feet before throwing him into the fog below before he could even scream.


The smaller figure, a human female wearing colorfully designed, masterfully crafted armor simply slammed a fist into her stormtrooper's helmet, dazing him, then punched him once more on the back of the helmet, knocking his head into the guardrail and knocking him unconscious.


The large purple man turned to the teenager and complimented, "Alright, Sabine, I'll admit that this was a pretty good plan."


The girl, Sabine, nodded and turned to look up the cliff wall next to them, acknowledging his comment by simply saying, "Let's hope so, Zeb."


Her eyes landed on a white astromech droid with an orange top, resting on the top of the cliff and looking down at the platform with hesitation.


Sabine spoke into her comm on her wrist, contacting the droid to tell him, "Alright Chop, you can jump now. But be sure to watch out for the spotlight."


The droid, Chopper, looked down and waited for the Imperial spotlight to pass by on the wall, then braced himself and rolled off the edge. He tried to remain silent as he fell, but he let out a quiet whir of terror until he fell safely into the big, strong arms of Zeb, who then set Chopper down gently.


The group of three then ran to the right and entered the prison through a doorway. They quietly moved down the halls, carefully avoiding any stormtrooper patrols.


Zeb finally came to a stop in front of one of the cells and pulled his AB-75 bo-rifle from his back before aiming it down the hallway defensively. "Here," he announced over his shoulder, "Cell 6611. Sabine, work your magic."


Sabine ran forward and began to unlock the cell door.


Zeb groaned and complained, "I can't believe we're here to rescue this guy."


Sabine shrugged as she finished up and agreed, "Neither can I, but he promised that he has information we can use. The Rebellion can use all the help we can get right now."


Sabine hit the final button, opening the door to reveal… a pig. Or rather, an Ugnaught, a species of small, rather pig-like humanoids. This particular Ugnaught had sideburns and a small beard of brown hair, and was wearing blue overalls over a white shirt.


However, this Ugnaught was not who they were here to free. "Who's the pig?" Zeb asked.


The Ugnaught was suddenly pushed aside, squealing with indignation, by another man, the Weequay that they had come here for, the pirate Hondo Ohnaka. "Purple guy! Mando girl!" Hondo exclaimed. "I knew you wouldn't leave me here to rot! Once again, Hondo's friends come through to save the day!"


Sabine stepped aside for him as he exited the cell, telling him, "Let's dispense with the pleasantries, Hondo. Now, do you have the intel you promised us?"


Hondo held up a finger and responded, "Yes, I do. Or rather, me and my associate Terba do." As he spoke of his associate, Hondo gestured back into his cell at the Ugnaught, who reeted angrily at them.


"Wait, your associate?" Zeb asked. "We came here to get one person out, not two!"


Sabine sighed and said, "Well, the more the merrier! Let's go!"


Just as they turned to leave, a group of four stormtroopers came around the corner behind them, one of them calling out, "Hey, you there!"


Sabine reacted quickly, drawing her two customized Westar-35 blaster pistols from their holsters at her hips, and fired at the troopers, hitting one in the chest. Their group then turned and began to run away in the opposite direction, Terba and Hondo joining them.


They climbed into an elevator and closed the doors behind them as they went towards the upper platform, the main way in and out of the prison. In the elevator, Sabine spun one of her pistols in her hands and offered it to Hondo, telling him, "Here, make yourself useful."


Hondo grabbed the pistol with enthusiasm and commented, "Ooh, Mandalorian! Very nice! I'm keeping this!"


Sabine quickly warned him, "You will be giving it back!"


The doors opened and they exited the elevator, immediately running into more stormtroopers.


Sabine and Zeb took the lead, charging ahead and clearing their path. Hondo shot one of the stormtroopers with Sabine's pistol and insisted, "Oh, I'm keeping it!"


Sabine ignored the old pirate and continued to rush ahead, not giving the Imperials a chance to form up a defense, and then they reached the doorway leading to the main platform.


Sabine pulled her wrist comm to her mouth again and contacted their air support. "Spectre-2, we're going to need a 44 scoop on the main platform."


Terba suddenly grunted something to Hondo, who argued, "No, you can't have a double share of the reward, you greedy little pig!"


Terba scowled in response, then increased his running speed to easily pass the rest of them, squealing back to them, causing Hondo to repeat back his statement with disbelief, "The deal is off?"


Sabine tried to yell out a warning to Terba, knowing that the platform was well-guarded, but she was too late. Terba ran out the doorway, cheering for his freedom, but his celebration was cut short as an Imperial AT-DP walker fired and exploded the ground underneath the Ugnaught, instantly killing him. The rest of the group exited the doorway and quickly moved to take cover behind a pile of crates.


Sabine called back to Chopper, "Go close the door behind us!"


Chopper extended a small metal arm from one side of his head and saluted Sabine with a grunted, "Yes, sir!" and rolled away to connect to the door, locking it to prevent the pursuing stormtroopers from getting to them.


However, already on the platform were four stormtroopers and the AT-DP armored walker, all of which were firing at the rebels.


After a few moments of waiting behind cover, Sabine yelled, "We don't have time for this! I got us into this, I'll get us out!" She then pulled a small detonator from her belt and primed it.


Nodding towards Zeb, he nodded back before they both moved around either side of the pile of crates.


As she came out from behind her cover, Sabine threw her explosive charge at one of the Imperial walker's legs, and it detonated on impact, causing it to rock dangerously.


Sabine then laid down covering fire with her pistol, forcing the stormtroopers to retreat for cover of their own and hitting one of them. This opening allowed Zeb to rush in. He knocked one of the stormtroopers off the platform with his rifle, then clipped it onto his back and ran towards the walker, jumping up high to slam his body into the side of it.


If anyone had attempted this, they would've accomplished nothing except for dislocating their shoulder against the metal, but Zeb's great size and strength combined with the walker being off balance allowed him to push it the small distance remaining to cause it to tumble off the edge of the platform.


Just then, their ship, the Ghost, flew by underneath the bridge.


Sabine quickly herded their group off of the platform, Zeb following behind them, and they all landed on top of the ship as it flew below them, the distant shots of remaining stormtroopers doing nothing to the hull of the ship.


As they made their escape, the rebels didn't notice a figure in smooth white armor, of a completely different design when compared to any stormtrooper armor, watching them from on top of the prison's balcony, his arms crossed as he watched them fly away, his helmet visor hiding eyes full of determination.


Line Break


Arihnda Pryce, the Imperial Governor of Lothal, smoothed down her uniform before she stepped into the office of Grand Moff Tarkin, Imperial Governor of the Outer Rim.


Tarkin was seated at his desk, and his eyes flicked up towards her as she entered, and he greeted, "Governor Pryce. I hadn't expected you to visit."


Pryce stepped forward and handed Tarkin an intelligence disk. Tarkin took it wordlessly and plugged it into a slot in his desk, causing a small hologram to appear above it. The hologram seemed to outline a recent breakout from an Imperial prison.


Pryce told him, "This intel is regarding a rebel incursion earlier today. A prisoner was freed from one of our prisons on Naraka. The perpetrators of the escape have been identified as rebels that once operated solely on Lothal. However, all attempts to capture these particular rebels have resulted in failure so far, so I am here to request specialized assistance."


Tarkin nodded and asked, "What particular assistance did you have in mind?"


"I want the Seventh Fleet," Pryce requested. The master of the Seventh Fleet, Admiral Thrawn, was one of the most valuable assets in the Empire, having never failed to accomplish his objective to date. He was also an old friend of Pryce's, having personally helped her to achieve her current position and depose her old enemy, Ryder Azadi.


Tarkin looked at the information from the prison break and commented, "I see. And what of Admiral Konstantine and his fleet?"


Pryce looked down, her gaze showing her frustration with the Admiral's failures, and answered, "Admiral Konstantine is more politician than soldier. I need someone who sees a bigger picture."


Tarkin nodded, holding his chin with one hand, and returned his gaze to a specific part of the hologram, narrowing his eyes.


"Is… something wrong, Moff Tarkin?" Pryce asked, beginning to deflate as she mistook his silence for a negative response.


Tarkin pointed at the image of a specific stormtrooper's report from the prison before responding, "This report indicates that the attack was led by a specific member of the rebels, the Mandalorian artist Sabine Wren."


Pryce looked at the report and tilted her head in confusion. "Er, yes. So it does. But I require the Seventh Fleet to deal with the larger rebel threat, not just any one insurgent."


Tarkin nodded and responded, "Yes, I'm sure. However, if your issue regards Sabine Wren, then I'm afraid that a third party has jurisdiction as well. This is not necessarily an issue for you, it merely means that you will be getting more assistance than you requested. You shall have the Seventh Fleet, Governor Pryce, but you shall also be getting assistance from someone to target Miss Wren specifically."


Pryce didn't even consider the last part to be a downside. She was content enough to be getting Thrawn's help, so she simply bowed and said, "Thank you, Moff Tarkin," and then she left the room.


Line Break


Later in the day, Grand Moff Tarkin, ISB Agent Alexsandr Kallus, and Admiral Kassius Konstantine stood around a holotable on a Star Destroyer, awaiting the arrival of the Admiral of the Seventh Fleet.


Soon, the door into the room opened, revealing the blue-skinned and red-eyed Chiss, Admiral Thrawn. He was wearing a spotless white uniform with bars of gold on the shoulders, along with knee-high black boots, and his arms were folded behind him.


To his one side stood Governor Pryce, looking incredibly satisfied to have acquired Thrawn's services. To his other side stood a young man in unfamiliar white armor. His armor had lines of dark blue drawn across it in certain places, and he had the symbol of the Empire on one shoulder and an unfamiliar blue and gray symbol with a sort of "V" shape in the middle on his other shoulder. He wore two blaster pistols at his hips and had a jetpack on his back.


Despite Thrawn's striking appearance, the gazes of both Kallus and Konstantine quickly fell upon the armored man due to his unfamiliarity to them.


Tarkin spoke first. "Grand Admiral Thrawn," he acknowledged.


Konstantine raised an eyebrow and asked, "Grand Admiral?"


"The Emperor recently promoted me after my victory at Batonn," Thrawn explained, his calm voice soothing and somehow also holding a clear air of danger.


Kallus drew his gaze away from the young man to add with clear distaste, "Civilian casualties outnumbered the insurgents at that time."


"Acceptable margins, Agent Kallus, for there are no longer rebels in that sector," Pryce quickly defended Thrawn's actions.


Kallus then gestured to Ezra and asked Thrawn, "I assume that this… character must be your bodyguard."


The armored man stepped forward and held out a hand to Kallus. "No, I'm not his bodyguard. The name is Captain Ezra Kryze, of the Mandalorian Super Commandos. Governor Gar Saxon of Mandalore sent me. As of now, I'm part of this hunt as well. My objective is to apprehend the Mandalorian rebel Sabine Wren."


Tarkin then said, "Captain Kryze and Grand Admiral Thrawn are being put in charge of this division. If they are to capture the rebels as this group has failed to do, I expect that you all will extend your full cooperation." He then turned to Thrawn and waved his hand, signaling him to proceed.


Thrawn stepped forward and pressed a button on the holotable, bringing up the information from the Naraka Prison attack. "This is the prisoner that the rebels freed from Naraka, the pirate Hondo Ohnaka," Thrawn began. "Within the last hour, the rebel Phoenix Squadron destroyed Mining Guild ships while using the Sereeda Hyperspace lane. Taken separately, these two events may seem unrelated, but Ohnaka's cellmate was a laborer at an Imperial starfighter reclamation plant in the Yarma system, only one jump point away from the Sereeda attack."


Quickly putting the information together, Captain Kryze deduced, "So, the rebels likely intend to attack the plant and steal the starfighters for themselves."


Thrawn smiled at him and said, "My thoughts precisely. Doubtless, they intend to steal the Clone Wars-era fighters being dismantled at the plant to increase the size of their fleet."


Ezra then stood up tall and said, "Well, we have a location. We can start there." Walking out onto the bridge of the Destroyer, the Mandalorian captain ordered the technicians, "Set a course for Yarma!" His voice carried such authority, the Imperials instantly jumped to follow his orders.


Back at the table, Thrawn noted, "Captain Kryze is quite impetuous."


Tarkin turned to him and said, "I understand that it's a bit of a shared trait among Mandalorians. However, Governor Saxon assured me that Kryze is the best soldier he has to offer. I'm sure you will find a way to work with him, but what is your plan for handling the rebels?"


Thrawn leaned back and smirked at the holographic images on the table. "I will start my operations here and pull the rebels apart piece by piece," he said. "They will be the architects of their own destruction." It didn't matter what he was up against. Thrawn was certain that he would be successful, one way or another.


Initial Encounter
Chapter 2


Ezra POV


On the planet Yarma, Ezra flew down on his jetpack to land on the roof of the starfighter reclamation plant, Reklam Station.


He had flown ahead of the rest of the Empire on his personal ship to intercept the rebels before they could attempt an escape. He looked down at the conveyor line of decommissioned Y-Wing starfighters, looking for any sight of the rebels, specifically Wren.


His helmet had a sensor, but he adamantly refused to use it, preferring the antenna rangefinder that he was used to having on his helmet. Subconsciously, Ezra could feel himself trying to convince himself that he was uncomfortable in his Imperial standard armor, but his efforts were all in vain. After all, this armor was still his own, merely shaped in a way that he didn't like, and Mandalorian armor felt like a second skin to the wearer that it was designed for. He tried to relieve his concerns by mentally telling himself that he would be able to quit the Empire and reshape his armor back to his own liking after he'd caught Wren.


The Empire believed that he served them out of a sense of loyalty. Even Gar Saxon believed that. They all thought that he had left his clan, abandoned his mother and his principles out of some sense of loyalty to Saxon and the Empire, but Ezra had fooled them all. In reality, he was simply working his way up through the Empire, using them to achieve his own ends, and all while waiting for this day. Even his own clan didn't know the truth of his ruse, except for his mother. Most of Clan Kryze considered Ezra a traitor. They'd had to believe that his betrayal was real for this to work, but after he'd captured Wren, he'd be able to go home.


Looking down at the platform, he spotted two of the known rebels. He had been briefed on both of them, as they were known associates of Miss Wren. They were the Lasat known as Garazeb Orrellios and Clone Trooper 7567, better known as Captain Rex, a decommissioned Clone soldier from the old Republic. The latter was only recognizable from this distance due to his distinctive 501st Legion armor.


Orrelios was hanging onto the back of a Y-Wing as an Imperial dismantler droid attempted to throw him over the edge, and Captain Rex was desperately trying to fight the large droid off with the use of a large claw machine. However, Ezra just growled with frustration as he realized that Wren wasn't with them.


Using his wrist comm to contact Governor Pryce's Star Destroyer as he drew one of his pistols from its holster, Ezra asked, "Admiral Thrawn. I have identified two rebels at Reklam Station, CT-7567 and Garazeb Orrelios. I can take them out from here."


Immediately, Thrawn's voice responded, "Negative, Captain. Leave them for now and locate any other rebels at the plant. It is not just the two of them attacking this target, and I suspect that at least one of the others will be the Mandalorian."


Excitedly, Ezra deactivated his comm and jumped off the roof, engaging his jetpack as he fell. If there was one part of his Imperial uniform that he truly liked, it was the jetpack. Imperial Super Commandos were each equipped with a unique model of prototype jetpack that was faster and quieter than any previous model. They were also more sleek, could carry more fuel, and even had a compact launcher for up to three rockets. As Ezra jumped off the roof, his jetpack made barely a sound, letting him slowly glide downwards towards the ground.


Turning around as he flew, Ezra stopped in front of the window to the control room, wanting to alleviate any concerns that the Imperials inside would have when they saw him.


However, when he looked into the window, he was surprised to see Sabine Wren standing there, surrounded by the bodies of stormtroopers and aiming a pistol at an Imperial officer in a black uniform.


Ezra couldn't believe that after all this time, his prey was right in front of him! Not wasting a moment, Ezra flew away from the window, then spun around and grabbed a device from his belt.


Sabine POV


Sabine pointed one of her pistols at Commander Brom Titus, an officer that she had last seen as an Admiral at the helm of an experimental Imperial ship, a gravity well projector known as an Interdictor. Now, he had clearly been demoted to this recycling station, no doubt because Sabine and her team had destroyed his ship. However, he seemed to hold a grudge for that, as he adamantly refused to unlock the Y-Wings below, though Titus had told her that they could be forcefully released if she cut the power to the station.


Sabine was considering if they could make it out in time if she did actually cut the power to the floating station, but then her attention was drawn to a sudden thud against the window in front of her.


Looking over Titus's shoulder, her eyes widened as she saw a small metal device stuck to the window outside, quickly recognizing it as an explosive. Surging forward to push Titus down, Sabine yelled, "Look out!" Just then, the detonator exploded, destroying the window and sending Sabine flying.


She began to pull herself to her feet, hearing a faint ringing in her ears, but she stopped as she felt the familiar barrel of a blaster pressed against the side of her neck, between the protective plates of her armor, causing her to freeze.


Looking up in fear, Sabine saw a young man, no older than herself, wearing smooth white armor with lines of dark blue drawn across it, but it wasn't stormtrooper armor. Despite its unfamiliar design, Sabine could instantly tell that it was a Mandalorian. The blaster aimed pressed to her neck was a Westar-35, just like her own pistols, and he had another holstered at his opposite hip. Looking at his wrists, Sabine saw that he wore fully equipped Mandalorian vambraces, rare tools that Sabine didn't even have the beginnings of. She couldn't see it, but if she had to guess she would assume that he was also equipped with a jetpack on his back.


The Mandalorian spoke, his voice modulated by his helmet. "Sabine Wren. For your crimes of dishonor and betrayal against your own people, I place you under arrest in the name of all Mandalorians. You will be taken to the capital city of Sundari, where the clan leaders will decide-"


Sabine didn't let him finish, snapping one arm up faster than he could see to knock away his blaster, then quickly stood up and grabbed the Mandalorian's shoulders before headbutting him. His head fell back with shock and pain, and Sabine ignored the pain in her own head to turn and run out of the room. As she ran, she felt something pierce one of her legs, and it instantly went numb, but she couldn't afford to stop, so she simply dragged her limp leg and hopped into the elevator.


Once she was in the elevator heading back to the ground, she reached down and pulled the paralyzing dart from her leg, tossing it aside.


Pulling up her wrist comm, Sabine contacted the rest of her team and told them, "I'm going to need a few minutes, I'm dealing with some stuff up here. Take the Y-Wings and get out of here."


Rex's voice came back and said, "We are not leaving you behind."


Sabine yelled back, "You need to get those bombers to the Rebellion. Now get out of here, that's an order! I'll take the Phantom." The Phantom was the small shuttle that they had brought to the station, and now it would be Sabine's only means of escape.


However, just then, the elevator doors opened to reveal the Mandalorian attacker, and before Sabine could react, his wrist shot up towards her and she felt three more darts hitting her between the armor plates, one on her remaining leg and one other in each of her shoulders.


Sabine's eyes went wide with shock before all three of her remaining limbs lost all strength, and she fell limply forward. The Mandalorian quickly ducked down to grab her around the waist before she could hit the ground and lifted her onto his shoulder.


Ezra POV


Ezra let out a deep sigh of relief as he carried Miss Wren out of Reklam Station. He had thought that the detonator would've shell-shocked her enough that she would go down easily, but he should've known better. After she attacked him when he thought that she was at her weakest, he'd chided silently himself for underestimating her. She was a Mandalorian, after all, and he should've expected that she would not be defeated so easily. That was why he hadn't stunned her with his blaster, after all, knowing that a Mandalorian wouldn't remain stunned for long, fighting to regain consciousness. He'd desperately hit one of her legs with a paralyzing dart, determined to at least slow her down, but then he'd been forced to use his jetpack to get to the bottom of the elevator before her, flying out the destroyed window.


Now though, he was satisfied to finally have captured her, rendering her helpless by making all four of her limbs useless for an hour with his darts. Of course, with a Mandalorian, he wouldn't be surprised if it only lasted half that, but that would still be plenty of time to get her to his Kom'rk and properly restrain her.


As he exited the building, he saw the other rebels escaping with four Y-Wings, but he deemed them insignificant. He had accomplished his own objective, and that was all he cared about. Besides, Thrawn would be here soon, and he would easily take care of them.


Ezra secured Wren on his shoulder before he activated his jetpack, flying up to his personal Gauntlet ship, which floated in the air, cloaked from sight in the fog, right above the station.


The ship had served him well through the years, one of his last gifts from his mother. He called it the Absolution. As he neared the ship, he pressed a button on his left vambrace, and a hatch on the ventral side of the ship opened. Inside was a deployment bay, where 24 chairs were lined up back to back, designed to release two dozen jetpack-wearing Mandalorians into battle at once, but it worked just as well for Ezra alone to fly in and out of the ship.


Ezra entered the ship, closing the floor beneath him, and lowered Wren into one of the deployment seats, then pulled two pairs of binders from his belt and locked her arms onto the armrests.


As he did so, Wren muttered with a woozy voice through her helmet, her voice affected by her body's fatigue and numbness, "Please… don't do this. I can't go back there. I can't face them."


Ezra checked her restraints to ensure that they were secure, then responded, "You betrayed your own people. You brought shame to your clan. Your family. Because of it, I have not seen my family in many years. They think that I am a traitor. I have no mercy to give you, Sabine Wren."


Sabine POV


Barely able to stay awake, much less comprehend all of what he was saying, Sabine's eyes drifted tiredly, and her artistic eyes noted the designs on the Mandalorian's armor. Most of it was abstract, but she recognized the two symbols on his shoulders. On one shoulder was the symbol of the Empire and the other had the symbol of Clan Kryze, but Sabine felt too tired to comment on it.


The Mandalorian, finally satisfied that she was secure, stood up straight and left the room, heading towards the cockpit, and the door closed behind him.


Sabine wanted to attempt escape, desperate not to return to Mandalore, but she couldn't move. Her restraints were completely unnecessary, as despite her best efforts, she couldn't feel her limbs. She hated the feeling. For a Mandalorian to be rendered incapable of moving was pure torture. It went against their very nature, as when they couldn't move, they couldn't fight. Never before had Sabine felt so helpless, and she had a feeling that if not for the paralyzing drugs keeping her disoriented, she would be in a full-blown panic.


Hearing the engines fire, Sabine just lowered her head and tried to resign herself to her fate, unable to do more.


Just then, a blue beam of light pierced the ground in front of her. Too tired to hope, Sabine didn't even react, not even as the beam of energy began to move around, cutting a circle out of the floor.


Once it had completed a full circle, the ground was pushed up and to the side, followed by the head of a bearded man coming up through it, holding the hilt of a lightsaber in his hand, which emitted the blue blade of energy. He wore a green shirt and a half-mask over his eyes, which should've rendered him blind, but Sabine knew that beneath the mask he was blind already.


Still out of it, Sabine chuckled to herself and weakly muttered, "Kanan! Yay, I'm saved!"


Frowning in her direction, Kanan muttered to himself, "Uh-oh. Sabine, what'd they do to you?"


Sabine shrugged and whispered, "I got poked by some darts, and now I'm feeling really tired. I think I need a nap. Wake me up in five minutes." After she said this, Sabine's head fell back in her chair and she began snoring, but Kanan quickly climbed out of the hole and gently slapped her cheek until she woke back up.


Using his lightsaber, he cut the binders off of Sabine's wrists, then picked her up. "You can have a nap on the Ghost," Kanan told her as he gently lowered her into the hole. "Right now, it's time to go."


Just after Kanan had finished lowering Sabine through the hole and into the hall of another ship, a blaster bolt hit the wall right next to his head. He tilted his head towards the source of the shot, and though Sabine knew that he couldn't see who fired, they both heard the voice of the Imperial Mandalorian say, "Hey, old guy! Haven't you ever heard that it's rude to make a move on another guy's girl?"


Kanan stood up tall and ignited his lightsaber once again. "Sorry, but I don't think you're her type," Kanan argued.


Ezra POV


At the sight of the lightsaber, Ezra narrowed his eyes and began to charge up the repulsor on his right vambrace. "Jedi," he growled with caution. However, noting that the bearded man had a mask over his eyes, he realized that the Jedi was blind, and thus easier to catch off guard.


He heard Wren's voice mumble from outside, "Kanan, his vambraces are designed to fight Jedi," but she was too late.


Ezra raised his vambrace and fired his repulsor at the Jedi, this… Kanan, but surprisingly he dodged the blast of force, ducking under it, and thrust out his hand towards Ezra, who then felt like his repulsor blast had been redirected at him. With a yell, he was thrown backwards and he crashed into the wall.


When he looked back up, he saw Kanan towering over him, the tip of his lightsaber directed at Ezra's throat, but Ezra refused to back down, determined to die with honor.


Then, the Jedi tilted his head in confusion, as though he was hearing something unfamiliar from far away, then he looked back at Ezra and commented with a frown, "You're like me." And then, for reasons that Ezra didn't understand, Kanan deactivated his lightsaber and ran back to the hole in the ground.


Grunting with pain, Ezra raised one of his blasters to point at the back of the Jedi as he left, but then he hesitated. He refused to shoot an enemy in the back. Especially one that was blind. Especially one that had just honorably spared his own life.


Yet the Jedi looked back at him, as though he could sense the blaster aimed at him, and that was when Ezra noticed that the Jedi's mask had a design on it, a design he recognized. The Jedi's mask had jaig eyes drawn on them, a Mandalorian symbol of extreme bravery, an honor that was usually reserved only for Mandalorians themselves, and could only be given by a Mandalorian. Ezra had once worn them himself on his helmet, given to him by his mother, but he had stopped wearing them after he joined the Empire, considering himself unworthy and unwilling to let the Empire employ any Mandalorian with such a high honor. If this Jedi wore them, he had certainly done something deserving, or else Wren and Clone Captain Rex would certainly have killed him by now.


Ezra simply lowered his blaster, now unwilling to kill the Jedi, and he saw the Jedi nod in satisfaction, as though he could tell what decision Ezra had made despite his blindness.


Kanan then jumped out of the hole and Ezra heard an airlock door shut, and then a ship flew away from his own, causing Ezra to throw his head against the wall and groan, realizing that he'd just lost his prey. However, he would have other chances to get her, and he fully intended to. But for now, he needed to fix an annoying hole in the bottom of his ship.


Line Break


Back on Governor Pryce's Star Destroyer, Ezra walked into the situation room and immediately announced, "The rebels have a Jedi."


Admiral Thrawn smiled, looking up from his starmap, and said, "Ah. Perfect. Kanan Jarrus has returned to action."


"I thought that Lord Vader said he killed the rebels' Jedi?" Ezra asked.


Thrawn shook his head. "No, Captain. He said that he was no longer a threat. It would help you to pay attention to the details."


Ezra folded his arms and argued, "Well, how's this for details? I had Wren in my custody, and then this Jedi, supposedly no longer a threat, attacked my ship and nearly pushed me through a wall before stealing my prisoner."


Thrawn seemed completely unconcerned, calmly saying, "You will corner Wren again, Captain. Just as we will have another opportunity to destroy the other rebels that were here today."


Ezra looked around the table and asked, "Wait, you didn't stop the other rebels? They got the Y-Wings? You had one job and three Star Destroyers to accomplish it with! If you couldn't stop them, you should've let me take the shot back on the station!"


Thrawn looked at him and calmly explained, "We could've stopped them, if we'd wanted to, but I told our forces to pull back. Their acquisition of the bombers is inconsequential. It is to our benefit to let them think that they have achieved a victory today."


Ezra sighed and asked, "But why? You allowed the rebels to escape with weapons that they will no doubt use against the Empire."


"Because the first law of nature for any living thing is survival, and make no mistake, their rebellion has indeed become a living thing," Thrawn answered. "If we make them bleed today, they will just draw back and hide again, sheltering themselves to ensure that they do not die. The way to make sure that they stay dead is to draw out the head and cut it off."


Ezra still looked confused, so Thrawn sighed and said, "You may not understand all of my methods now, but rest assured, I have a much larger target in mind than a few ships. Do you know why my flagship is called the Chimaera?"


Ezra shook his head, interested, and Thrawn continued, "I named my ship after a mythical beast that attacks from in front, above, and behind. My methods are similar, attacking at precise points from multiple angles at once, so just when you think you are safe, you are not. My enemies see what I want them to see, forcing them to miss the bigger picture, and today I wanted my enemies to see that they are winning."


Ezra still wasn't sure that he understood, but he'd just been told that he probably wouldn't, so he simply nodded and said as he exited the room, "Very well. As you say, Grand Admiral. You may do as you wish with your rebels, but if you'll excuse me, I need to get back to hunting my target."


Sabine POV


Sabine woke up on a cot, not wearing her armor, and immediately tried to remember where she was. She didn't remember falling asleep, but she remembered… being captured. Drugged. Immobile. Helpless. An Imperial Mandalorian had caught her and was bringing her… to Mandalore.


Sabine's eyes suddenly shot wide open, and she jumped up to her feet. She ran to the door of the room and opened it, not questioning why she hadn't been restrained or why the door was kept unlocked.


As she tried to get out the door, she ran into a tall man, and she threw punches into his gut, desperate to escape. She was grabbed by the wrists, one held by the man and the other by someone else, a female who suddenly called out, "Whoa, Sabine, easy!"


The man she had run into chuckled at her, and Sabine's eyes filled with rage before she grabbed the man and judo flipped him over her shoulder and onto his back, with him emitting a grunt of surprise and pain. She held his arm in place and twisted it painfully as she glared at his face, but then she gasped and released him. "Kanan?"


The blind Jedi and Sabine's surrogate dad chuckled and held onto his arm, still sore from Sabine's attack, and said, "Good morning to you too. Enjoy your sleep?"


The lights in the room turned on, and Sabine looked on in deepening horror to see that the room was her own quarters at Chopper Base, the rebel headquarters on the planet Atollon. The woman that was also in the room was Hera, her Twi'lek surrogate mother.


Sabine instantly drew back from both of them and apologized, "I'm so sorry, I didn't know it was you! I thought-" Sabine didn't finish, unable to voice what she'd thought, that she was back on Mandalore, about to be forced before her real mother, Ursa Wren, and all the rest of her family for trial.


Kanan stood up and placed a calming hand on Sabine's shoulder, still laughing. "It's okay, Sabine. But, we do need to talk about that."


Sabine lowered her gaze and nodded mutely. The three of them walked to sit on Sabine's cot, and Hera started, "Sabine, that ship we saved you from was a Mandalorian model, awfully similar to the ones we saw on Concord Dawn. We need to know… Why were your own people trying to capture you?"


Sabine looked down at the floor and answered, "I… I'm not on great terms with my family, as you know. What you don't know is why. Years ago, when I blew up the Imperial Academy on Mandalore… My family took most of the blame for it. I ran away, abandoned them, and now I'm considered a disgrace to my people, a black mark on my family's reputation. Dar'manda, they call me. It means I am no longer considered one of them.


"Dishonor is one of the greatest crimes on Mandalore, right up there with cowardice. The Mandalorian that attacked me, he was wearing an Imperial insignia, but I think that he was there on behalf of Mandalore. He wanted to bring me to the capital city of Sundari to face punishment."


Kanan quickly told her, "Well, we're not going to let that happen. But if this guy's Imperial, I imagine we haven't seen the last of him."


Sabine nodded in agreement. "Not because he's Imperial, but because he's Mandalorian. He won't stop hunting me."


Kanan nodded back and said, "Yeah, I already figured that part. But when I fought him, I could sense… desperation from him. I think he really needs Sabine for something. It's more than business for him, he has a personal stake in this as well."


Sabine looked confused, and Hera told Kanan, "Tell her what else you sensed. She needs to know in case she runs into him again."


Kanan sighed and told Sabine, "I also felt… I think he's like me. I think he's Force-sensitive."


Sabine's eyes widened, and Kanan continued, "If he is, he's got a good handle on it, which would explain how he's managed to be in the Empire without becoming an Inquisitor. He didn't exhibit any instinct to use the Force during our fight, not even once."


"He doesn't need to," Sabine quickly deduced. "I remember fighting him myself, he was really good. He hit me with four darts, all of them between the plates of my armor. My guess is that he trained exceptionally well so that he never feels like he needs his powers to bail him out."


Kanan looked away and quietly said to himself, "Wow. Can you imagine what he could do if he were on our side? We could really use someone like him."


"Hey! You already have a Mando, and I'm not so bad myself!" Sabine told him indignantly.


Kanan held up his hands defensively and responded, "I know, I know! I didn't mean anything against you, Sabine, but… there's only ever been one Mandalorian Jedi in history, and he was a force to be reckoned with. If we had something like that…"


Hera quickly cut him off, seeing Sabine looking uncomfortable, and said, "We'll have to table this discussion for another time. For now, Sabine, you should try to get some more rest, make sure the paralyzer in your system has worn off completely."


She and Kanan stood up and exited the room, turning off the lights as they went, and left Sabine alone in her room to sleep.


The Academy
Chapter 3


A/N: Those reading this chapter may notice that I skipped episode three of this season, "Holocrons of Fate". Rest assured that this was an intentional decision, and it will all be explained in time. For now, just know that that episode didn't fit with this story, which will remain focused on Ezra and Sabine's story. Also, I forgot to mention before, Ezra is 19 in this story, the same age as Sabine. It's necessary for the timeline to work out. Now, on with the chapter!


Several Weeks Later


Sabine POV


Sabine stood in a line of TIE Fighter pilots in training, all of them wearing their black helmets and uniforms and facing into a hallway. Standing right across from them was an identical line of TIE pilots, causing the two lines to face each other as they stood at attention.


Between the two lines came a fully fledged Imperial TIE pilot and their current instructor, Commandant Goran, who said with an authoritative voice, "Listen up, cadets! You are here because the Empire sees in you the potential to join the ranks of its most elite pilots. Most of you will fail, as here, only the best of you will survive."


He glanced around at them for any twitching or signs of weakness, but when none of them moved, he continued, "Prepare yourselves! Your first combat training will begin at 0600. Dismissed!"


After Goran had finished giving his orders, he left the room, and the pilots relaxed and walked down the hallway in formation, pulling off their helmets. As Sabine removed her own, revealing that she had washed the dye from her hair to return it to its natural dark brown, she took the opportunity to look around, paying special attention to the eyes of the young men and women around her, looking for any signs of nervousness or dissent.


After a recent mission by the Rebellion, trying to bring relief supplies to the starving people of the planet Teralov had gone awry, losing six pilots to the Empire, the Rebels had started searching for more pilots as they began to run out.


Turning to an anonymous source, they had been informed of TIE pilots in training that supposedly wanted to defect to the Rebellion, if only they could escape. The Rebels had sent Sabine here, the Imperial pilot training outpost known as Skystrike Academy, to identify and extract these defectors, and Kanan waited with a Rebel CR90 corvette to rescue them at a moment's notice.


However, the tricky part was finding the defectors when neither they nor Sabine herself knew who they could trust here. She hoped that by getting closer to her fellow cadets, she would be able to find the defectors and extract them before the Empire had a chance to catch on. With any luck, she'd be able to be in and out of the Academy without any complications arising.


Third Person POV


After he'd welcomed the cadets, Goran was summoned to the main hangar to greet a newly arriving Imperial official, who had radioed ahead and requested to speak with him. His helmet under his arm, he stood at attention and watched the white Lambda-class shuttle enter the hangar, its wings folding up on its sides as it set down.


The ramp lowered, and Goran took note of three main figures exiting the ship, escorted by four stormtroopers. "Governor Pryce, Agent Kallus," the instructor noted for two of the three new arrivals, then looked at the third and added, "And a Mandalorian that I am not familiar with. Your new muscle, I presume, Governor?"


The trio stopped a short distance from him, and the Mandalorian, wearing white armor decorated with dark blue lines, crossed his arms and silently stared Goran down, looking quite imposing in his armor. Governor Pryce gestured to the Mandalorian and said, "Commandant, this is Captain Ezra Kryze of the Mandalorian Super Commandos. He is not my security aid, but he is rather my partner in an ongoing investigation."


The instructor frowned and said, "I see. Well, in any case, may I ask the reason for this unscheduled visit?"


"ISB has been informed that some of your cadets may be planning to defect to the rebels. You have traitors in your midst," Agent Kallus answered.


Immediately adopting a look of pride, Goran denied his claim. "Impossible. My cadets are unmatched, both in their skill and loyalty."


The Mandalorian, Captain Kryze, then stepped forward and said, "I certainly hope their loyalty is not truly without question. I'd hate to be here needlessly, as I have more pressing matters to attend to. As for their skill, I hope they possess plenty of it, because if they are traitors, they're going to need it. I haven't had a good challenge in a long time."


Goran glared into the obscuring visor of Kryze's helmet and responded, "You may inspect my cadets at your pleasure, but I will not permit you to threaten them in the meantime."


Pryce cleared her throat, causing Kryze to back away from Goran, and instructed, "Agent Kallus, let us begin our inspection of this facility."


Kallus nodded and began to walk forward, and Captain Kryze followed him. As they walked side by side, Kallus suddenly leaned over towards the Mandalorian and whispered, "You haven't had a good challenge in a long time? Then I suppose that we're not counting the Jedi a few weeks ago?"


Kryze looked at him, then scoffed with annoyance and walked ahead of the ISB Agent, who simply stood back chuckling to himself. He hadn't been able to resist teasing the young Captain, and even if he was now on the Mandalorian's bad side, he thought it was worth it for his moment of humor.


Sabine POV


Sabine walked out of a flight simulator room after a test. Technically, she had failed the test, getting her chastised by the flight trainer, Captain Skerris, but she didn't consider it a failure. Her TIE had been destroyed by a rendered model of the Ghost, which considering that the ship had been her home for the last several years of her life, had been somewhat traumatic to watch, but she had been "killed" while refusing to fire upon the model of an unarmed rebel transport, so she considered it a win.


During the test, she had also met a potential candidate for one of the defectors in the Academy. Her wingman had gone against Imperial protocol and introduced himself to her with his real name, Wedge, rather than using his assigned number, and then had refused to fire on the disabled rebel corvette, just like her, and had also gotten destroyed for it.


As Sabine left the room, she immediately looked around for Wedge, and she found him having an intense discussion with two other pilots.


With her well-trained ears, Sabine could overhear their whispered conversation. One was saying, "I told you it was too risky!" Another asked, "How are we going to get out of this?" Wedge then tried to calm them, saying, "Will you just relax? They don't know. If they did, we'd be in the brig by now." They then all walked off in different directions, and Sabine curiously followed Wedge.


She found him next resting his head on his arms on a catwalk above a TIE hangar. As she approached him, Sabine asked, "Something wrong, Wedge?"


Wedge looked at her and asked back, "What? Why do you ask?"


"Well, I just know that what we were told to do in there, firing on defenseless ships, it's not what I signed up for. And I think that you feel the same way."


Wedge looked up and said, "Yeah, I feel that way too. I was flying cargo ships when the Empire recruited me. At the time, I figured, why not? Seemed more fun than hauling spare parts around. But if this is what the Empire's becoming…"


Sabine asked him, "You ever think about getting out?"


Wedge shook his head. "It's not really possible." He then looked at her with hope in his eyes and continued, "Is it?"


"Maybe more possible than you think," Sabine told him as she walked closer to him.


"What do you mean?" Wedge asked warily.


Sabine leaned in and whispered, "My real name is Sabine Wren. I was sent in to get you out."


His eyes widening in realization, Wedge commented, "So the Rebellion did get my message."


Sabine nodded. "Yes, and we heard that there are other pilots that want out as well."


Wedge nodded in agreement, "There are. Two of them. Rake and Hobbie."


Sabine looked around once more and said, "Well, then get them ready to go. We need to leave before the Empire closes in on us."


Ezra POV


Ezra stood in the command center of Skystrike Academy when suddenly Agent Kallus entered and immediately reported to Governor Pryce, "My investigation is nearly complete, Governor, and I regret to report that I have uncovered nothing so far."


Commandant Goran looked smugly at Pryce, who simply frowned with disappointment before she turned to them and smiled. "Perhaps it's time that I took a more direct hand in this enquiry."


Finally, Goran had had enough, and protested, "Now, Governor, I am trying to train pilots here. How are they to progress if we keep them all grounded?"


Pryce just smiled and said, "Well, Commandant, perhaps getting your cadets back into space would be to our mutual advantage." She then turned to face Ezra and said, "Captain. Shadow their flight training. I want them alive." Ezra nodded in response and left the room. Meanwhile, Goran turned to the intercom and announced, "Squad 22, report to hangar 6."


Once he left the room, Ezra ran down the halls until he got to the officers' hangar, where the Absolution waited for him. He'd been asked to escort Governor Pryce to the academy, assured by Admiral Thrawn that he valued the Lothalite greatly for her loyalty and vision.


After their arrival however, Ezra had been forced to fly alone back to Pryce's Star Destroyer to get his ship,for two reasons. First, the Absolution had been keyed into his own vambrace using a secure code, preventing anyone else from lowering the ramp, and second, he refused to allow any Imperials to touch it, not even to clean. He'd taken care of this ship since he was a toddler, and he wouldn't permit anyone to mess with it. It was his last untouched reminder of his days with his clan, before the Empire ruined it all. Before his mission to chase Wren had pulled him away from everything he loved.


After this job was done, Ezra would be right back to chasing Wren, not giving it a rest until he had her in his sights once again. He still couldn't believe that he'd been so close to going home a few weeks ago, until that Jedi had showed up.


Afterwards, he'd wondered if he should've used… but no. His mother had drilled it into him deeply. He must never use the Force. Not while the Empire stood. If he did, they would stop at nothing to destroy him, or worse, his people. Still, some part of him remembered the feeling, from years and years ago. A feeling of serenity in being connected to all things.


But peace wasn't for Mandalorians, and it certainly wasn't for Ezra.


Banishing these thoughts, Ezra ran into the Absolution's cockpit and started the engines, switching to the rarely used non-lethal blasts, and flew out of the hangar, the Kom'rk wings lowering to turn the ship into a more angular, faster and more maneuverable shape. Like all things Mandalorian, it was built for a fight.


He hid in the clouds, his cloaking system keeping him hidden from even the Empire's scanners, and watched as the training class of TIE Fighters flew out of the base and into low orbit. Engaging the engines, he followed them, but at a distance.


When a rebel corvette arrived, Ezra smirked to himself, already knowing that they were here for the defectors, even before he saw four TIEs break away from the rest to follow them. With his targets in sight and possessing only nullified training lasers on their fighters, Ezra fearlessly gunned his engines to close the distance between them, tapping into their Imperial comms as he did so.


He heard Pryce's voice say, "Cadets, return to base immediately. This is your only warning."


Then, he heard another female voice from one of the defecting pilots, one he almost recognized though he couldn't quite place it in the moment, respond, "Negative, Command. You're gonna have to come get us."


Taking his opportunity, Ezra locked onto one of the fighters with his disabling cannons, but just as he prepared to fire, the wings of all four TIEs fell off, cutting off their engines. Despite his surprise, Ezra chuckled as he realized that this had all been a trap set by Pryce.


Connecting to the command center, Ezra commented, "Nice touch, sabotaging the fighters, Governor. I'll admit, I'm impressed, and I'm not impressed often."


"Appreciated, Captain," Pryce responded. "Now, target that rebel corvette. Shoot to kill."


"Yes, sir," Ezra said, then switched his guns back to normal and fired on the corvette. However, what Pryce didn't know was that Ezra had a better idea than to destroy the ship.


Several of his shots landed, lighting much of the ship aflame to make it look real, yet Ezra was careful only to hit non-vital parts of the ship, yet still forcing it to run away. As it turned to flee, Ezra quickly fired a hidden tracking device that landed on the top, and then the corvette jumped away into hyperspace.


Ezra glared at where the ship had been a moment before. The Imperials would suspect that the rebels had simply escaped. He'd put on enough of a show to make it look like they had barely escaped, but Ezra still disliked how many times he'd been forced to miss just now.


Yet his hunt for Wren came first. He truthfully cared very little for the Empire or Rebellion, but this corvette might lead him to Wren's secret base, so he had no choice but to let it go. For the success of his mission, a false mark on his reputation was a small price to pay.


Sabine POV


After they'd been captured, Sabine and her three compatriots were all taken into a single cell, bound at the wrists, and forced to kneel in a group under armed guard. There was a dark-haired woman walking in front of them, holding a datapad in her hand. Sabine recognized her as Governor Pryce of Lothal, though she wasn't very familiar with her.


Looking at her datapad, Pryce read the names of the defectors. "Wedge Antilles, Ria Talla, Rake Gahree, and Derek 'Hobbie' Klivian. Quite the group. Yet I know that one of you is not who you say you are. So tell me, which one of you is the rebel agent?"


In response, all four pilots simply looked back and forth at each other, acting as though none of them knew.


Pryce stepped up to a large metal table with restraints on it and an electro-prod next to it, sparking with electricity. "Do you know what this is?" she asked, gesturing to the torture device. "It's most effective at extracting information from the noncompliant."


Looking them over shortly, she finally pointed at Wedge, and one of the four stormtroopers in the room stepped forward and roughly dragged him to his feet before pressing him against the torture table.


Unable to stand the sight of Wedge being tortured to protect her, Sabine quickly admitted, "No, wait, it's me! I'm the rebel!"


Still pressed against the table, Wedge told her, "Sabine, don't!"


Pryce's eyes widened. "Sabine? As in Sabine Wren? Well, what an unexpected treat that is." She turned to one of the stormtroopers and ordered, "Go fetch Captain Kryze. Tell him that we have Sabine Wren in custody downstairs."


At the mention of Captain Kryze, Sabine winced. She hadn't known the name of the Mandalorian hunting her, but after recalling the symbol she'd seen on his one shoulder, she'd assumed that he was a Kryze. When her TIE had been disabled in space, she'd helplessly watched a Mandalorian Kom'rk arrive from behind them to attack the Rebellion corvette, very nearly destroying it and killing Kanan in the process, who was aboard at the time. When she recognized the ship, she'd frozen in fear as she realized that the Mandalorian was here, and now he knew that she was here as well.


After the stormtrooper left the room, Pryce gestured to Wedge, Hobby, and Rake and ordered, "Take these three to their cell while I have a chat with Sabine."


The three remaining stormtroopers all immediately obeyed, pulling the three former TIE pilots to their feet and escorting them out. Realizing that she was now alone in the room with Pryce, Sabine prepared herself for a fight, but Pryce just stood calmly and said, "So, you're the Mandalorian artist I've heard so much about." Looking her over, Pryce added, "Honestly, I don't see what all the fuss is about. Captain Kryze seems so determined to catch you, I suppose I expected more."


"You haven't seen anything from me yet," Sabine said threateningly.


Pryce raised an eyebrow. "Hmm. You know, you're completely right. Nor have I seen anything too impressive from Captain Kryze. His failure to destroy the rebel corvette earlier today has rather… hindered my belief in his capabilities. I suppose real Mandalorians just don't quite fit the legends, do they?"


Sabine chose that moment to attack, closing in and striking quickly at Pryce with an overhead blow, her wrists still cuffed together. Proving herself to be surprisingly strong and fast, Pryce moved just as quickly to intercept the blow, grabbing Sabine's wrists with both hands and pulling her in to knee the Mandalorian in the stomach.


Stepping back to catch her breath, Sabine complimented, "Not bad."


Pryce smirked back. "The Empire taught me well."


She then attempted to hit Sabine again, targeting her in the stomach, where she was already sore, but Sabine sidestepped.


Sabine then yelled out, "My clan taught me better!" and spun around to kick Pryce in the face, causing her to stumble back and get shocked into unconsciousness by the still sparking electro-prod.


Sabine then walked over to Pryce's fallen form and grabbed her pistol from the older woman's jacket, then used the electro-prod on her binders to short them out and cause them to fall off.


Stepping up to the door, Sabine opened it to reveal the Mandalorian standing on the other side, who immediately tensed up in surprise at seeing her. Remembering how fast he could move, Sabine didn't give him a chance to attack, quickly knocking him in the face with the blaster in her hand, causing him to fall down on his back with a groan and knocking his helmet off his head.


Sabine pointed her blaster at him, but hesitated as she looked at his face for the first time. He had short black hair, tanned skin, and large eyes that were shockingly blue.


It was his eyes that interested Sabine the most. Most Imperials had dark eyes, and on the rare occasion that they actually did have blue eyes, they were typically still darkened. But this man she saw before her had bright, shining blue eyes that were alight with hope, something that Sabine had only ever seen in the eyes of her fellow rebels, never an Imperial. As an artist, Sabine couldn't help but admire his eyes like they were masterfully designed paintings.


As she hesitated, the Mandalorian propped himself up on his elbows and looked up at her. For a moment, they both just stared at each other, speechless, until the Mandalorian said warily, "So… I'm just going to assume that you must be Sabine Wren."


Sabine blinked in confusion and responded, "Uh, of course I'm Sabine Wren. We've met, if you've forgotten."


The Mandalorian shook his head and said, "No, I remember. It's just… I haven't seen you without your helmet before."


Sabine slightly lowered her blaster and said, "Oh. Right. Well, same, if it makes you feel better."


She saw the Mandalorian's eyes drift into her cell, seeing Pryce unconscious on the floor, then he asked Sabine, "You did that?" Sabine nodded hesitantly, and the Mandalorian looked oddly relieved. "Oh, good. That makes my job much easier." He then stood up, seeming unconcerned about the blaster that Sabine aimed at his now unprotected face, and approached her.


Sabine tensed up, nearly pulling the trigger, but the Mandalorian simply stopped near her and muttered, "Go to Hangar 24. It's your best bet. Commandeer something that can take a hit, you'll need it. Avoid levels three through five."


He then turned, walked over and grabbed his helmet, then began to walk away like nothing had happened. Confused, Sabine called after him, "Hey! Where are you going? Aren't you supposed to… I don't know, try to kill me or something?"


The Mandalorian turned to face her, his face now one of perfect neutrality, and said, "No. I have no interest in killing you. Also, I was never here."


He then began to leave again, but Sabine ran to catch up to him. "Hold it, I still have questions!" The Mandalorian sighed and turned back to her as he put on his helmet. "What?"


Sabine paused, then asked, "Who are you? Why are you suddenly helping me? Why should I trust you?"


Standing up tall, the Mandalorian answered, "I am Ezra Kryze of House Kryze. I won't explain it all now, but I do not let you go lightly, Sabine Wren. As for trusting me… The Empire must not be allowed to capture you. Only I can do that, and I will."


And with that said, the newly identified Ezra Kryze walked away, leaving Sabine with mixed emotions. She quickly shook herself out of it to focus on the mission. She still needed to free Wedge and the others, and then escape the Academy, but she was starting to get the feeling that Kanan was right, that this Ezra Kryze had more riding on this than his reputation.


Ezra POV


Ezra watched on the Imperial cameras as Sabine Wren made her escape from Skystrike Academy in a TIE Bomber, taking her three defecting TIE pilots with her.


When TIE Captain Vult Skerris announced that the rebels had escaped, Ezra looked over at the recently recovered Governor Pryce, who seemed unable to meet his gaze. He walked silently out of the room, allowing Pryce to think that he was angry about Wren escaping them, but as he went to the Absolution and sat himself down in the pilot's chair, he smiled as he pulled up a hologram showing the location of the rebel corvette he had tracked.


Wren had escaped the Empire, but she hadn't escaped him.


Capture-ish
Chapter 4


Sabine POV


As the rebels arrived on Atollon, having just returned from their mission to Skystrike Academy, Sabine immediately took her three new pilots to the command center. Waiting for them was Hera and Commander Sato. Sato was the foremost leader of this rebel cell, part of the council for their galaxy-wide group, the Alliance to Restore the Republic, or simply the Rebellion.


All four of them still in their TIE pilot uniforms, Sabine brought her pilots forward and introduced them. "Commander Sato, allow me to introduce Lieutenants Wedge Antilles, Rake Gahree, and… Hobbie. Formerly of the Galactic Empire."


Wedge added in, "Commander, we heard you're looking for some good pilots."


Sato nodded in satisfaction as he looked over the three new recruits and responded, "Indeed we are. Welcome to the Rebellion." He stepped forward with his arm outstretched to shake each of their hands in thanks, but suddenly a rebel soldier ran in and said, "Sir, we found a tracker on the returning corvette."


"Blast it!" Sato growled. "The Empire has found us! Have you begun evacuation protocol?"


The soldier stepped closer and said, "Not yet, sir, but I'm not sure it's necessary. The tracker we found wasn't an Imperial model. We think it may be a bounty hunter."


Her eyes filling with dread, Sabine said, "Let's hope it's just a bounty hunter and not who I think it is."


She ran off towards the corvette, Hera following close behind her, but before they could even see it, there was a distant boom as a ship exited hyperspace, and shortly after, all the rebels looked up to see a Mandalorian Kom'rk fly overhead, passing over the base and flying towards the distant hills.


Sabine turned to Hera and said, "It's him. The Mandalorian that kidnapped me, he's here."


Pulling up handheld comm to her mouth, Hera contacted Sato at the command center. "Commander, we've got an intruder in the north, Imperial. One hostile confirmed, but once he's confirmed that we're here he'll probably call for reinforcements."


"Our scans indicate that no call for backup has been sent yet," Sato's voice responded. "Perhaps we can prevent him from contacting the Empire, allowing us to keep this base. It was quite difficult to find, after all."


Hera turned to Sabine and asked, "What do you think? Should we fight him or run?"


Sabine thought it over, then said into her own comm, "Commander, put out the order to surround the hostile but do not engage. I think I can keep him from calling for backup, but we should stay ready. Call in everyone we have, and tell them to expect the target to be heavily armed."


Sabine then ran towards the Ghost, where she knew that Kanan had gone to meditate.


She heard Sato's voice ringing through the base over the surrounding speakers, and Rebel soldiers were rushing about, grabbing rifles and piling onto troop transports that then carried them towards the edge of the northern base perimeter.


Just as Sabine reached the ship, Kanan ran down the ramp and not so much asked as stated, "The Mandalorian's here." Sabine nodded, and they both ran to board one of the speeders before it could leave towards the Mandalorian's ship.


Ezra POV


Ezra landed the Absolution about a hundred meters outside the perimeter of the rebel base, imagining that they wouldn't take kindly to him landing within their encampment.


Looking outside the viewport of his cockpit, he had to admit that the rebels had chosen their base well. This planet had no settlements and only hostile fauna natives, large white crawlers called krykna with many legs and bad attitudes. It was hot and dry. No one would want to live here, but if you could do it, no one was likely to come looking. Even if they did, the planet was covered in enormous rocky coral formations that provided cover in all areas.


The chances of finding anything on this planet, at least before the crawlers got you, were astronomical. He had to commend the rebels for their efforts. They had successfully found the worst place to hide out, which coincidentally made it the best place.


Ezra stepped out of the Absolution, the ramp lowering itself as he stepped onto it, and looked around with amusement to see that the rebels had come to welcome him.


Numerous speeders flew over the hills, each of them carrying about half a dozen rebel soldiers seated on the back, and each one of them armed. The speeders kept coming, and upon seeing him split up to form a large semicircle, boxing him in. Dozens of speeders came to a stop as they fully surrounded him about fifty meters away, then the soldiers sitting on the back quickly jumped down and ran forward, aiming their blasters at him.


Despite knowing that he was badly outnumbered, Ezra ignored the dozens of weapons directed at him and watched as one of the speeders dropped off a few soldiers before driving up to Ezra himself, who recognized both Wren, still in her Skystrike uniform, and the Jedi, Kanan.


The pilot of the speeder stopped to allow Wren and Kanan to disembark, then sped back up to the top of the hill with the other bikes, though Ezra noticed that the driver stayed ready to quickly extract them at any point.


Smirking, Ezra stepped towards Wren and immediately heard the clicking of many guns all around him, no doubt preparing to fire at him if he made a single threatening move.


Holding his hands up to show that he held no weapons, Ezra called out, "Everyone relax! I just want to talk!"


There was a moment of silence, then Wren stepped towards him and asked, "Are you here for the Empire?"


Ezra shook his head. "I am not here for them, nor do they know where I am."


"Then why are you here?"


"You know why," Ezra told her seriously.


Looking into her eyes, Ezra found himself thinking back to when he first saw her face back at the Academy. He'd been elated to be told that Wren had been captured, then worried that it had been the Empire who'd captured her. He hadn't wanted to, but he'd determined that he would have to help her escape them so that he could catch her again himself.


He'd opened her cell with the intention to kill her guards, and Pryce too, but then he'd seen her standing on the other side of the door… and he'd frozen. After years hunting her, he'd prepared himself for every possibility, every circumstance… except for one.


When he'd seen her, his mind, well-trained to make split-second decisions, had instantly determined who she was, and the fact that she was escaping. But he'd never expected her to be so beautiful, and he'd reacted to that shock in a way that still confused him.


Having only ever seen her helmet, he'd been able to imagine that she was simply faceless, just another target like he'd taken out a hundred times before. Truthfully, her armor had rather surprised him, as he hadn't expected it to be so colorful and expressive, never having seen Mandalorian armor designed to be anything more than intimidating and invoking of their house, but seeing her face changed something for him.


He didn't know what it was, but when he'd first seen her, he'd gotten lost in her brown eyes, her fair, tanned skin. Even her hair, so dark brown that it was almost black, had interested him for reasons he didn't understand. When she'd hit him in the face, he'd been in a state of unexplainable bliss, falling to the floor with a smile on his face.


When he'd gotten back up, he'd been mentally chiding himself, not understanding what was happening to him, and been quick to put his helmet back on to hide his confused emotions behind a mask of neutrality.


And now, it was happening again, though he still couldn't figure out why.


Wren sighed at him. "Let me guess, you want to take me prisoner and bring me back to Mandalore. And I suppose that because of what happened at the Academy I should let you?"


Next to her, Kanan asked, "Wait, what happened at the Academy?"


Wren folded her arms, glaring at Ezra, and responded, "Well, after he nearly killed you but apparently just tracked your ship, Ezra here gave me information I used to make my escape."


Kanan frowned. "Ezra?"


"Oh, yeah, and he also introduced himself," Wren continued. "Kanan Jarrus, meet Captain Ezra Kryze."


Kanan quickly extended a hand to the young Mandalorian, saying, "It's nice to meet you. Officially. So you helped Sabine escape from the Empire?"


Wren rolled her eyes, and Ezra shook Kanan's hand. "I did, but I have no interest in fighting for you, if that's what you're getting at. I have other responsibilities already. Speaking of, I'm here to fulfill one now, so if you'd permit me to take Sabine here for a little while-"


Suddenly, from the surrounding ring of rebels, a voice called, "NO!"


Ezra watched as a green-skinned Twi'lek walked out of the crowd, fearlessly approaching him, and poked him in the chest. "If you or your people want to hurt Sabine, you're gonna get more than you bargained for."


Ezra stared into the Twi'lek's determined eyes before saying, "Captain Hera Syndulla of the Ghost, I presume. Well, don't worry, Captain, I have no intention of harming Sabine in any way."


Hera looked at Sabine, then turned back to Ezra and said, "Sabine told us that your people want to punish her for crimes you feel she's committed. And Mandalore is controlled by the Empire, who we don't exactly trust."


"Correction, Mandalore is controlled by Governor Gar Saxon, a puppet of the Empire," Ezra pointed out. The rebels seemed surprised to hear the venom in his voice as he spoke of his boss with anger.


He continued, "Saxon thinks that I'll bring Sabine to him in Sundari, but I see a better path. I intend to bring her back to her clan on Krownest, and they will be in charge of her trial. With Saxon, she has no hope. With her mother Ursa, her chances are slightly better."


Kanan frowned. "Slightly?"


"Mandalorians aren't known to be forgiving, and I shamed my family when I left," Wren explained.


Hera seemed to think it over, then told Sabine, "I think you should."


Hearing that, Wren reeled back in shock and said panickedly, "What? No! Hera, you don't understand, I can't!"


Hera tried to reason with her, "Sabine, I know you're scared, but you can do this. You've been hiding from your people for years. It's time you stopped. Besides, we could really use some Mandalorian allies. And maybe you'll find the family you lost along with it."


"Or they could kill me, Hera!" Wren argued. "You don't understand! My family are Mandalorians! Mandalorians kill threats, and I proved myself to be a threat."


Hera put a hand on Sabine's shoulder. "They won't hurt you, and if they tried, we'll be there with you as well."


Deciding to interject, Ezra put up a finger and said, "About that… it's probably best that you don't go with her. In fact… I can't allow you to go."


Hera and Sabine glared at him and Kanan asked, "Why not? If she's being put on trial, she deserves to have a supporting voice."


Grimacing under his helmet, Ezra told them, "Like she said, Mandalorians aren't very accepting individuals. Your presence might… aggravate them, and any sort of fight starts on Krownest, Gar Saxon will be there soon, and he'll be bringing the might of the Empire with him. Miss Wren's mother is an old friend of my own, and I won't let you bring the Empire to her doorstep."


They thought it over, and Wren finally nodded. "He's right. You too, Hera. This is a family matter, and it's long past due. I'll go with him. Let me just get my things."


She began to slowly trudge back towards the rebel base, easily passing between the firing line of rebel soldiers with her head hung low.


Somewhat suspicious, Ezra asked the two remaining people in front of him, "She's not going to try to escape, is she?"


Hera spun around and glared at him with loathing and yelled, "Is that all you care about? When you're about to escort her to her death, you're worried that she's going to try to run away?"


She leaned in dangerously close to him, and Ezra refused to back down but silently prayed that she wouldn't try to attack him.


Kanan placed a hand on Hera's shoulder and said, "He's not trying to be rude. He's just scared."


Immediately, Ezra perked up and defended, "Hey, listen, Jedi! I'm not scared of anything!"


Kanan turned and looked directly at him, making Ezra feel uncomfortable as the blind man's mask met his visor and he got the feeling that the man could indeed see him, but with more than eyes, the disguising faceplate of his helmet being rendered useless. "Yes, you do," Kanan stated with certainty. "You're scared that she's going to leave, and you'll have to continue your hunt. You're worked hard, sacrificed everything to find her, and now you can't bear the thought that she'll get away."


Ezra felt like he'd been slapped as the Jedi managed to perfectly sum up his feelings. He took an involuntary step back and growled, "You- I don't know what you're talking about. Tell Wren that I'll be waiting for her on my ship."


He turned to get back on board the Absolution, but stopped as a hand suddenly grabbed his arm. Clenching his other hand into a fist, Ezra turned, ready for a fight, but stopped as he saw Hera looking at him with pleading eyes. She told him, "Please, just… Take care of Sabine. Please. She has more than one mother, and I just… need to know that I'll see her again."


Ezra paused for a moment, then responded, "I spent years searching for her. She won't get away from me now, and I promise, I will protect her with my life."


Hera finally nodded with satisfaction and released his arm, allowing Ezra to board his ship.


Third Person POV


As Ezra got back on his ship, Hera asked Kanan, "What happens if she doesn't come back?"


Kanan folded his arms across his chest and responded, "Well, Ezra promised that he would protect her, and I believe him. Vows are important to Mandalorians, not to be taken lightly, and they have honor. If he says that he'll die before he lets Sabine get hurt, I believe that that's exactly what'll happen."


"How can you trust him, especially with Sabine?" Hera asked. "He wears Imperial armor. And their symbol."


Kanan began to walk away while answering, "If what I'm feeling is correct, he's even less happy about that than you are."


Hera processed that statement as she gave Ezra's ship one last wary look, then began to walk away as well, beginning to order the rebel soldiers back to the base.


A/N: I hope you all enjoyed this chapter! I know that it was mostly Ezra's perspective with very little Sabine, and the next chapter will likely be just the opposite. Thanks for reading!


Beyrov
Chapter 5


Ezra POV


After he'd started up his ship, Ezra leaned back in his chair and waited impatiently for Wren to join him.


He waited for a full hour before he began to get worried. She should've been here by now. Despite Captain Syndulla's apparent lack of doubt, he still wasn't sure that he could trust Wren to willingly come with him. Maybe she'd changed her mind, gotten cold feet.


Grumbling to himself, Ezra stood up and began to exit the ship. As he opened the door to the hold, he was surprised to find Wren already sitting in one of the deployment bay seats, just as she had been when he'd first captured her weeks ago. She'd grabbed her armor and weapons from the rebel base, but he could see all of her weapons hung up on a rack at the end of the room. She'd even used a pair of binders to cuff herself to the seat.


When she saw him, she gestured to the binders and said, "I thought this would make you feel safer."


Ezra sighed as he approached her and removed the binders from her wrist, then turned to enter the cockpit again, and waved for her to follow him, not looking back to see if she'd obeyed.


Shortly after he got back in the pilot's seat, he spun around to see Wren enter the cockpit, leaning against the doorframe. "Trying to keep a closer eye on me this time? Worried that a Jedi will damage your ship to save me again?" she asked teasingly.


Ezra patted the seat next to him and said, "Well, there is that, but also you're not a prisoner this time. I'd prefer it if you didn't think of me as your captor, but more like your escort."


Wren hesitated for a moment, then went back into the hold.


Ezra's heart fell with disappointment, and he began to engage the liftoff sequence, but then Sabine came back in, clipping her belt on, and sat in the co-pilot's seat next to him. "Sorry, had to get my weapons," Wren explained as she clipped herself into the seat, "But thank you."


"Don't mention it," Ezra responded as he raised the ship into the air, ignoring the way that her willingness to join him in the cockpit gave him a feeling like relief, no doubt because he really was worried about her escaping again.


They exited Atollon's atmosphere and Ezra set the coordinates for their next destination.


As Sabine looked at it, she asked, "Are you sure you put in the right coordinates? This says that we're heading to a planet called Beyrov."


Ezra just nodded. "It's right. We have to make a stop before we go to Krownest."


Sabine seemed confused and commented, "I've never heard of Beyrov before."


"I wouldn't expect you to," Ezra responded. "It was uninhabited until it was used as a resting point during the most recent spat between the Mandalorians and the Jedi, about fifty years before the fall of the Republic. Very few beings know about it, probably not even Gar Saxon or the Empire, which makes it the perfect place for us to get some work done."


Sabine POV


Sabine felt quite confused by Ezra's vague explanation of why they were going to Beyrov, but it seemed acceptable.


As they jumped into hyperspace, Ezra engaged her in small talk. "So, what've you been doing all these years? I still know so little about your story."


"I've been fighting the Empire," Sabine answered, glad that Ezra's Imperial symbol was on the shoulder facing away from her so that she didn't get tempted to look at it as she spoke.


Ezra scoffed. "You spent all these years chasing that same impossible thing? You really think that a few rebels can topple the Empire?"


"It's not about what we believe," Sabine defended. "It's about our hope that we can at least make a difference."


Ezra looked over at her and said, "Sorry, but I'll take a good blaster over hope any day. Or a sword. Or a detonator. Or-"


"Well, I'm not willing to just stare up at the Imperial flag every day when I can do something about it, like burn it down," Sabine cut him off. "Besides, at least I'm not alone. Where was the rest of your clan while you were hunting me?"


Ezra abruptly looked away, focusing on his ship's controls, and responded, "Not important."


Sabine could sense that he was hiding something and prepared to press him for it, but Ezra quickly changed the subject. "So, Captain Syndulla seemed quite protective of you. She called herself… your mother?"


Blushing, Sabine said, "Well, she's basically my mother. She and Kanan found me and took me in. Since then, they've been like my parents."


Ezra nodded and asked, "But are they… together?"


"Yes, but they keep things pretty calm between them," Sabine answered. "They never let their feelings compromise the mission. They care about each other, but they don't get too attached. The Jedi taught 'no emotions or attachments', but Kanan switched it around for himself, where he can feel love, just can't let it control him."


Ezra nodded again, but Sabine couldn't really tell how he felt about what she was saying, not with his helmet covering his expression. She wanted to ask him if he'd take it off, part of her also just wanting to see his face again, espcially those bafflingly blue eyes, but she was worried about overstepping her boundaries, and Ezra changed the subject again. "What about this… Kanan Jarrus? He's blind, but he doesn't seem like it. He's a Jedi, but he's not like I'd expected. And most of all, how did he get the jaig eyes on his mask? Did you give them to him?"


Sabine scoffed. "I'm Mandalorian royalty, but I don't think I'm worthy of giving out Mandalorian honors. Besides, the paint job isn't clean enough for my style. No, Captain Rex gave them to him."


"Why? He better have earned them."


"Oh, he did," Sabine confirmed. "He earned them just after he lost his sight. He-"


Just then, Sabine was cut off as the ship's warning system beeped at them, and Ezra pulled the lever to drop them out of hyperspace. "Well, you'll have to tell me the story later," Ezra told her. "We're here. Welcome to Beyrov."


Ezra pulled his ship, which he told her was named the Absolution, in to land on Beyrov's surface. He told her that he needed to do something and that if she wanted, she could wait on the ship for him to return, but she chose to go with him, curious as to what he was here for.


Seeing Ezra pressurize his helmet, Sabine followed suit before the ramp lowered. As they exited the ship down the ramp, Sabine's first impression of the planet was how dark it was. They both had to attach flashlights to the sides of their helmets to see very far, but Ezra seemed to know his way around, indicating to Sabine that he'd been to this planet several times in the past. He easily led her up a rough, rocky path. It was rather steep, which caused Sabine to think to herself how unfair it was that Ezra had a jetpack and she didn't, though she was consoled by the fact that he didn't try to use it and leave her behind.


They continued on for several more minutes until Ezra suddenly stopped in front of a cliff wall. "Dead end," Sabine observed. "Did we take a wrong turn somewhere?"


Ezra shook his head and stepped closer to the wall. "We are in exactly the right place," he said, then suddenly reached out with one hand and pressed a certain stone in on the wall, causing a small, perfectly concealed door to pop open right next to them, a small sliver of light spilling out of it.


Amazed that someone had designed and disguised the door so well, to fit in with the cliff, Sabine stepped in through the doorway first, closely followed by Ezra, who closed the door behind him. The light assaulted their eyes and they both turned off their flashlights before Sabine asked Ezra, "Is the air on Beyrov safe to breathe? I've kept my helmet pressurized the whole time we've been here."


Ezra tilted his head and seemed to think about it, then shrugged and said, "Well, only one way to find out."


Then, to Sabine's horror, Ezra reached up and removed his helmet, then immediately dropped his helmet and he clutched at his throat, eyes wide as he coughed and gasped for air. Panicked, Sabine ran towards him as he collapsed on his face, his body going limp. She grabbed his helmet and put it back on his head, then held him up as he lay limply on the ground. "Come on, come on," Sabine said as she waited for him to recover.


Then, she noticed that his body was shaking. She placed a hand on his chest as she tried to determine the source, assuming that it was a reaction to the poisonous air, then froze as she realized that it was suppressed laughter.


Scowling, Sabine dropped Ezra to the ground, and he could no longer contain his mirth. He cracked up loudly at his own joke, and Sabine told him angrily, "That was not funny! I thought you were really dying!"


Ezra continued to laugh, then pulled off his helmet once again to smile widely at her. "Oh, come on. You have to admit that that was kind of funny."


Sabine continued to glare at him, then sighed and said, "Ezra Kryze, I can already tell that you're going to be the death of me."


Ezra let out one last chuckle of amusement, then told Sabine, "To answer your question, the air outside is poisonous, but the air in here is breathable and recycled."


Sabine sighed in relief and pulled off her own helmet, saying, "Thank the Manda. If I had to spend more time breathing in pressurized helmet-air… What?"


As she'd been talking, she'd noticed that Ezra was staring at her, all traces of humor gone. Waving a hand over his face, Sabine asked, "Ezra? You alright?"


Ezra blinked a few times, seeming to regain his senses, then gestured at her head and commented, "Your, uh, hair looks different."


Sabine grabbed a lock of her hair to look at it, then realized what he meant. When she'd gone to get her things back on Atollon, she'd also taken a moment to re-dye her hair back to what it'd been before, a platinum blonde with purple tips. Smirking at Ezra, she said in a teasing voice, "Yes, Ezra. That's because I dyed it."


Ezra stared at her for another moment, then commented in an offhand sort of way, "It looks good."


Sabine smiled at him, always appreciating a compliment to her art, and Ezra began to slowly walk down the hall. "I'll just be… doing my thing down here," he said as he entered one of the rooms, finally looking away from her. Sabine shook her head at Ezra's antics as she followed him into the room.


Inside, she could see a large, circular metal vat set over a large blue flame in the center of the room, and Ezra was in one corner stripping off all of his armor, leaving him in only his skintight black flightsuit. As he removed them, he set each piece on a large square plate next to him.


Looking around, Sabine asked, "What is this place?"


Ezra removed his vambraces and jetpack and set them on the ground rather than in the plate with everything else, then responded, "This was an old Mandalorian war forge. There are molds here that can forge the kind of armor we typically use today, so long as it is supplied with pure beskar. We need such a forge for me to recreate my armor, but first I need to know that you're committed to this." Ezra then walked over to the wall and picked up a paint stripper, holding it over his pile of armor but not using it.


Confused by all that information, Sabine asked, "Wait, what? Why are you melting your armor?"


Looking down, Ezra explained, "I've unwillingly worn Imperial armor for years. To chase after you, I joined the Empire and watched as they reforged my ancestral armor into something I hated, then put their blasted symbol on me, and I wore it for years. Before we go to Mandalore, I need to get my armor back to normal."


Shocked, Sabine asked, "You joined the Empire… for me?"


Ezra nodded sadly, and Sabine hesitated for a moment, touched by his sacrifice, then nodded with determination. "Yes. I'm committed."


Ezra smiled at her, then began to strip the paint from his armor pieces, and Sabine noticed that he removed the Empire's symbol first, perhaps just subconsciously. She watched for a little while, then got bored and grabbed another paint stripper to help him. Working together, they quickly removed all paint from the armor.


Ezra wiped his brow and handed his paint stripper back to Sabine, asking her, "Here, Wren, could you put these back on the wall?"


Sabine nodded an affirmative and grabbed his device before bringing them both back to the wall to hang them up. When she turned around again, she saw that Ezra had removed his shirt, revealing his lean, chiseled body. For reasons she didn't understand, her heart began to beat a little faster as she saw that, but she quickly shook her head to snap herself out of it.


She was probably just reacting to the way he looked like he'd been masterfully carved from stone, the artist in her observing that he'd been built beautifully. He wasn't too muscular, definitely not as large as most adult Mandalorians she'd seen, but he was well-defined and, in Sabine's opinion, just the right amount of muscle. Like her, he was also well-tanned, his regular use of full-body armor not preventing him from letting the sun touch the skin below his head.


Ezra inserted a long metal rod into the side of the plate, which once again held all of his armor pieces, and used it to lift the plate up and lower it over the blazing furnace, which immediately began to melt the beskar down. While it did so, Ezra moved to the opposite wall and began to line up the molds, selecting the ones that would make his armor just the way he wanted it.


Sabine simply watched this part for a while, not wanting to disturb him. To Mandalorians, taking care of their armor was like taking care of a loved one. It was part of them, and Sabine couldn't imagine what he was feeling as he finally got to reshape it to his preference after years of waiting. He seemed completely focused on his work, no doubt having dreamed of this moment for a long time.


While she waited for him to finish, Sabine set her helmet down on one of the tables and quietly left the room, wanting to explore the base.


The halls were made of roughly cut stone, and Sabine had a feeling that the Mandalorians had used explosives to cut much of it out. Despite the fact that this had clearly only been intended as a temporary stopping point, as Sabine explored she found several living quarters, mostly soldier barracks, their stacks of beds left dusty and forgotten. She also found a small cafeteria, but the room felt very hollow when it was empty and drowned in darkness like it was now.


Shortly later, Sabine found a downward sloping hallway. She went down it, and at the bottom was a large room that was covered in a thick blanket of darkness. She could still see, but this room was by far the darkest one she'd come across.


Suddenly hearing a soft sound off to her side, Sabine spun around to find the source, but she saw nothing. Hearing another noise, once again behind her, she looked over her shoulder and saw glowing yellow eyes and sharp white teeth directed towards her, just a few meters away, coming from a creature that crouched low and growled loudly at her.


Quickly drawing her pistols from her hips, Sabine fired at the dark creature. Within a few shots, it went down, but the red light of her blaster bolts revealed several more such creatures in the room all around her, which began to run towards her, snarling.


Sabine aimed both of her pistols in opposite directions, shooting as many of them as she could, but they slowly began to get closer and closer with every one that she managed to stop.


Just then, Ezra ran into the room, wearing only his flight suit and carrying his own pair of pistols. He fought his way to her, then pressed his back against hers as he began to help her hold off the waves of creatures, but their numbers seemed endless.


"I leave you alone for two seconds and look what you manage to get into!" Ezra yelled over the sound of blaster fire.


Sabine rolled her eyes and told him, "I know these creatures. I've encountered them before."


Ezra nodded. "Yeah, me too. Fyrnocks. Not friendly, but can't go in the sun and they're afraid of light, which would explain why they're down here. We need to move towards the exit!"


Staying close together, they both began to move towards the door, their four blasters helping them to keep the fyrnocks back long enough for them to reach it.


Once they were through the door, Ezra quickly closed it behind them, but it quickly began to dent as several large forms threw themselves against it. "That won't hold them long," Sabine warned.


Ezra nodded and said, "Well, then we'd better make ourselves scarce."


They ran back up the hallway, still hearing yowling and bangs of metal behind them, and Sabine began to run towards the exit but stopped as she saw Ezra go back into the forge room.


Following him, Sabine told him, "Ezra! You'll have to grab your things later, we need to go! The fyrnocks will be here any second!"


To her shock, she saw that he'd already finished reforging his armor and was now waiting for certain parts to finish up inside a line of automatic painting machines.


Stepping forward to grab his arm, Sabine said again, "Ezra, we'll come back for it! We need to get back to the ship!"


Ezra shook her off. "No! If we're coming back, I at least need my vambraces. We'll never be able to fight our way through all of them without a few tricks up our sleeves. Besides, if we get pinned down out there, I'll need my helmet to breathe."


At that moment, they heard several growls from behind them and turned to see at least a dozen fyrnocks entering the room. Directing her pistols at them, Sabine told Ezra, "Well, I guess we're fighting in here then."


Within a few seconds, once they had an overwhelming number advantage, the first fyrnock ran forward and pounced towards Sabine.


Letting out a roar of challenge, Ezra charged forward and intercepted it midair, smacking it across the face and sending it flying into the blue flames of the beskar forge, where it let out a pitiful whine as it was instantly burned alive.


The others jumped on Ezra before he could recover himself, and Sabine heard him let out a yell of pain from under the pile of dark bodies.


Knowing how badly injured Ezra could be getting without his armor, Sabine quickly aimed her blasters and began to shoot the ones on top of the pile, not wanting to shoot low and risk hitting Ezra, but at least she could make it easier for him.


Just then, the first paint machine behind Sabine let out a pleasant ding. Turning around to face it, Sabine opened the chamber and pulled out one of Ezra's vambraces. Recognizing one of the tools on it as a repulsor, Sabine put it on her arm, aimed it at the pile of fyrnocks, and fired.


The resulting blast emitted from the vambrace launched the entire group, including Ezra, who looked like he'd been through a battle with a dozen swordsmen. Cuts covered his body, ripping through his flight suit in dozens of places, but at least he was alive. He'd dropped his pistols, but once he felt the fyrnocks get off him he groaned and quickly reached down to his boot to pull out a knife, though he looked like he could barely hold it.


Sabine put on the other vambrace and ran forward to stand over him protectively, placing a hand on his own that held the knife, and said, "Woah, slow down there. You're in no condition to be fighting."


Ezra looked at her like he wanted to argue, but then winced and nodded with tired acceptance. He groaned out, "The repulsor… needs to recharge." He then reached up, grabbing both of her wrists, and pressed a button on both vambraces.


Instantly, a small blade popped out of the wrist of the one on the right and the left one emitted a personal combat energy shield, and Ezra fell down onto the ground limply.


Sabine looked down at her new weapons, then glared at the recovering fyrnocks with determination. If there was one thing a Mandalorian knew how to do, it was to hold their ground. Sabine had never trained with these weapons before, but she was determined to keep these creatures away from Ezra until he could get some medical attention.


The fyrnocks looked at her warily, surrounding her, then one by one they began to pounce. The first one to arrive, Sabine brought up her shield, and the fyrnock crashed into it, burning its skin, and Sabine tossed it over her shoulder. Sabine ducked as another one jumped overhead, then used her right hand to punch it in the stomach while it was in the air, and the blade from her vambrace pierced its skin and went into its heart. She then raised her shield to stop the charge of another one while she stabbed out with her opposite hand at another.


They began to blur together as Sabine stood in place, continually holding them back.


Eventually, Sabine cut off one's clawed hand, but it used its other limbs to smack her aside, then leaned down to sniff at Ezra's fallen form. Too far away to stab it, Sabine retracted the blade from her right vambrace and instead drew her pistol before shooting the fyrnock in between the eyes.


Another one ran at Ezra and Sabine deactivated her shield to instead fire a grappling line from the vambrace that wrapped around its legs, and Sabine pulled the line tight, tripping the creature before it could reach her wounded friend.


By now, the fyrnocks realized that their numbers were quickly dropping, and they began to run away. As they were running out the door, Sabine saw Ezra pull himself into a sitting position and throw his knife at one of them, catching it in the spine and dropping it to the ground.


Sabine scowled at the way that he had aggravated his injuries just to make sure he got one of the creatures, and just then she heard a snarling sound above her. Spinning around, she saw one last fyrnock that had jumped on top of the forge, and it had already jumped down at her, not giving her enough time to react. Sabine tensed up for the impact of the large creature falling on her, closing her eyes in anticipation, but she was surprised when it didn't come.


Opening her eyes, she saw the fyrnock frozen in midair, looking down in confusion as gravity eluded it, its legs waving helplessly in the air as if it were swimming.


Looking around in shock, Sabine saw Ezra, still laying on the ground several feet away from her, but his arm was outstretched towards the beast and his eyes were closed tight with anticipation. He suddenly gripped his hand tightly into a fist, and Sabine flinched upon hearing the neck of the fyrnock snap before its body dropped to the ground.


Shortly after, Ezra himself collapsed in exhaustion, and Sabine ran to kneel by him, checking his fading pulse, still in shock from whatever had just happened.


Homecoming
Chapter 6


Ezra POV


Ezra woke up in the co-pilot's seat aboard the Absolution.


The seat had been reclined so that he was laying flat, and he realized why as he tried to sit up. He groaned as a feeling of nausea overcame him, and he layed back down on the seat, closing his eyes and bringing a hand to his face to pinch the bridge of his nose as he tried to recover his senses.


A familiar voice next to him said, "Oh, you're awake. Good. You probably don't want to be asleep when we arrive."


More hesitantly this time, Ezra slowly opened his eyes once more and looked around. The person next to him was Miss Wren, though how she'd managed to open his ship… Of course. He remembered that she'd been wearing his vambraces last he'd seen her. They'd been in a fight for their lives, and… Ezra groaned once again.


He'd used the Force to save Wren from injury. He hadn't used it in years, never needed to, but when he'd seen her in danger, and felt like he couldn't do anything to save her, he'd acted without thought. Yet it wasn't even instinct that had caused his reaction. His instinct was to not use the Force. He'd just felt a desperate urge to protect her, even though he now realized that she probably would've been able to handle it herself, though she would've sustained minor injuries.


Sitting up in his seat, Ezra looked at her and tried to explain, "Listen, Wren, what happened on Beyrov-"


"Sabine," she suddenly cut him off.


He stared at her for a moment and asked, "What?"


Still not looking at him, she explained, "You keep calling me Wren. We're friends, and I call you Ezra, you should call me Sabine."


Ezra remained silent for a moment, trying to process what she'd said. They were friends? He didn't know when that happened. He wasn't even sure if he knew what a friend was, but as he thought about it, he realized that Wre- Sabine might actually be his friend. He hadn't trusted anyone he'd met in seven years, but he suddenly realized that he did trust Sabine, if nothing else, to watch his back.


He still didn't understand or respect the amount of dishonor and disloyalty she'd shown to her family, but some bond had been formed between them after their recent battle, in which they'd each put their lives on the line for one another without a second thought. Ezra hadn't even fought alongside someone else in years, not even stormtroopers, but he had trusted Sabine with his life after only knowing her for a short while. Such was the way of Mandalorians, he supposed.


Trying not to stammer, Ezra continued, "Alright, er, Sabine. I think I need to explain what happened on Beyrov. You may have seen… something that you may not have understood, but-"


Once again she cut him off, saying, "You're Force-sensitive, like Kanan. Yeah, I already knew that, but I'll admit that it surprised me when you used it."


Confused, Ezra asked, "Er, you… already knew?"


"Kanan told us," Sabine explained. "At Reklam Station, he sensed that you were like him."


His eyes widening in realization, Ezra facepalmed and said, "Of course. Kanan had me dead to rights, but then he stopped and said 'You're like me', then just started to walk off. I almost shot him as he left, until I saw his jaig eyes."


Sabine turned towards him and said, "You seem awfully interested in Kanan's jaig eyes. What, did you think that I or Rex would've let him wear them if he hadn't earned them?"


Ezra scoffed. "No, I had a feeling you would've stopped him if that were the case. It's just that I used to wear them myself. They have a special meaning to me."


Sabine's eyes widened in surprise. "You wore jaig eyes?"


He nodded in response. "Just like your Jedi friend. Given to me by my mother."


Sabine continued staring, then said, "I've never seen anyone so young with such a high honor."


Ezra glared at her, suspecting that she was doubting his own worthiness, and responded, "Well, I did, and I earned them. My mom gave them to me when I was ten. I was training by the shore on my home planet, Kalevala, when a shriek-hawk flew by and ate me."


Sabine's eyes widened even further, but Ezra wasn't done. "It had created a nest nearby, and it'd kidnapped several of our own before, but I didn't wait for any kind of rescue. I still had my training blade in hand, so I did what was necessary. Killed the hawk from the inside, then nearly drowned as it fell into the ocean below, but I managed to swim back to shore. My mother told the rest of the clan that I'd not only saved myself, but done the whole clan a great service by killing the shriek-hawk, so in return, I got to wear its eyes on my helmet for the rest of my life."


Sabine had listened attentively to the whole story, then said, "But you didn't. You earned the eyes, but you never wore them on your armor in the time I've known you."


Ezra lowered his gaze and explained, "Once I joined the Empire… I'm not worthy of wearing them anymore. They're one of the highest Mandalorian honors, and I betrayed all Mandalorians by joining the Empire that enslaved them. Besides, I wasn't going to let Gar Saxon employ any Mandalorian that possesses such a symbol of honor or bravery."


Sabine remained silent through all this, then sadly nodded back at him and returned her gaze to the controls. Ezra wasn't sure how he felt with her flying his ship. Since he'd gotten the Absolution, he'd been the only one to fly it, but for whatever reason, he didn't feel any real problem with Sabine flying.


Looking at the set destination, he saw that she had indeed steered them towards Krownest, willingly going back to the place she was afraid to return to, just as she'd promised him. For years he'd doubted that Sabine Wren had any sense of honor whatsoever, but now he realized that he'd been wrong.


Speaking of, he needed to get ready for their arrival. Looking down at himself, Ezra realized that he wasn't wearing his armor. Panicked, he began to look around the room, trying to find his armor.


Sabine, noticing his distress, asked, "What's wrong?"


"My armor!" Ezra exclaimed as he searched underneath his chair. "I don't know where my armor is! Did we bring it?"


Sabine smiled and told him, "Don't worry, Ez. Your armor is in the back." She gestured over her shoulder towards the hold, and Ezra sighed in relief.


"Thank you," he told her before he stood up and walked out of the cockpit, trying to hide how much each step hurt his still-healing body, even though someone (presumably Sabine) had given him some bacta patches to accelerate the healing process.


Sabine POV


Keeping the ship steady as it neared the end of its trip through hyperspace, Sabine suddenly heard Ezra walk back into the room, and she turned to see how he looked. She'd carried his armor back to the ship after what happened on Beyrov, so she'd already seen the finished product, but she still wanted to see what it looked like on him.


As she'd expected, he'd reforged the armor back to something that looked much more like her own, though with the T-visor more straight and brutal-looking. He'd also painted it with the colors of Clan Kryze, mostly a dark gray with blue lining and the symbol of his house on his right shoulder as it had been on his Imperial armor, and added a rangefinder antenna on the side of the helmet.


Ezra walked into the room, spread his arms, and asked, "So, how do I look?" Looking over the armor, Sabine had to admit that it looked good, and he sounded almost relieved to be wearing the redesigned armor once more, but it also looked somewhat… bland for her tastes, and all she could think to say was, "Well, it's alright. Maybe a bit more color would be good."


Ezra seemed to deflate as she said that, clearly having expected some sort of praise. "However," Sabine added innocently, "I am an artist. Perhaps if you let me touch it up here and there…"


Ezra quickly shook his head. "No thanks. I've seen what you've done to your armor, and I'm not letting you turn me into another walking canvas."


"Just a little!" Sabine pleaded with him. " I promise I'll make it look good! I just think you could… stand out a little more."


"I stand out plenty!"


"Yeah, I was getting to that," Sabine added, looking behind Ezra at what was on his back under his jetpack. "Is the cape really necessary?"


By far the part of Ezra's armor that made it stand out most was a light blue cape going over his shoulder and down his back. It was a lighter shade of blue than the rest of the armor had, making it really stick out.


Ezra just nodded. "Absolutely necessary. It makes me look awesome," he said, striking a majestic pose with his hands on his hips and directing his gaze to the sky. Sabine just snorted in amusement.


Ezra stepped forward and waved for her to let him take the pilot's seat. "Now, move and let me fly." Sabine huffed in annoyance but nevertheless stood up so that Ezra could retake his seat as he removed his helmet. Silently though, Sabine was coming up with a plan in her head on how she could ambush his armor with her gear.


Looking at Ezra's vambraces, which once again were on his own arms, Sabine sighed out as she moved to the co-pilot's seat, "I am going to miss those things."


Ezra looked over at her and followed her gaze to the vambraces, then chuckled. "Yeah. They're pretty useful, aren't they?"


"And fun," Sabine responded with longing.


Ezra chuckled once more and said, "Well, I'll get you your own pair if we get out of here alive."


Sabine frowned. "I don't know if I should be more excited or scared by that statement." Ezra grinned with humor.


"What about a jetpack?" Sabine asked hopefully.


"Don't push it, Wren."


Soon, they pulled out of hyperspace and Sabine looked at her home planet for the first time in about seven years.


Seeing her apprehension, Ezra placed a hand on her shoulder as a voice came over the comm system. "Kom'rk fighter/transport Absolution. You are flying in royal Mandalorian airspace. State your name and purpose."


Ezra pushed the button to respond and said, "This is Ezra Kryze of Clan Kryze. I seek an audience with the Countess Wren."


The voice responded, "Countess Wren is a busy woman, and we aren't due for an Imperial inspection for another month."


Sabine saw Ezra clench his teeth, but then he said, "I'm not here for the Empire, even though your scanners will say different. I'm here to bring the Countess's daughter home. I have Sabine Wren on board and am bringing her in for judgment."


There was a small silence, then the voice said, "Governor Saxon ordered for all dar'manda to be brought to him in Sundari."


"Well, I don't know about you, but I never much liked Governor Saxon anyway," Ezra responded.


There was another silence, then the voice said, "Permission to dock. Landing bay one."


Both Ezra and Sabine let out a collective sigh of relief, though Sabine's was more subdued. As great as it was that they'd obtained permission to land rather than being shot from the sky, she'd almost prefer the action to what she saw as a direct path to facing the wrath of her mother.


Ezra looked over at her as he engaged the automatic landing and told her, "Sabine… There's something you should know before we get there."


Sabine met his gaze and he continued, "While you were gone… your father was arrested by the Empire."


Sabine's eyes widened, but Ezra said, "That's not all. I don't know where he is, but he's alive and somewhere on Mandalore. But when he was captured, your brother Tristan… he joined the Empire to help your family regain some sort of respectability, at least in Gar Saxon's eyes. He's a Mandalorian Super Commando, like I was, but it's only to keep your family safe. I questioned him about you, and I don't think he cares about the Empire, just protecting his family."


Sabine lowered her head, trying to process what Ezra had told her, then said, "Thank you. For telling me. It'll be easier to know rather than just to see. But my father… I need to help him." Ezra nodded, remaining silent as they approached the landing pad.


When the Absolution touched down, both of them stood up and put on their helmets before they walked towards the back of the ship and went down the ramp.


All around them, they could see Mandalorians standing ready, some flying on jetpacks, some standing on the platform, others crouching behind crates for cover. All of them had their blasters directed at Sabine, who was grateful for her helmet that hid her expression of worry.


To her surprise, Ezra suddenly stepped in front of her, making the blasters all aim at him instead, and called out, "She doesn't plan to make trouble. As you can see, she is not bound. She came here willingly, and now we wish to speak with the Countess."


From above them came another Mandalorian, flying down on a jetpack, and this one was wearing the armor of an Imperial Super Commando and caring a blaster rifle. The armor looked just like Ezra's had, except without separate arm guards or the dark blue lines that Ezra had worn. Instead, his only defining feature on the white armor was a small amount of yellow on the shoulders, no doubt Gar Saxon's way of grudgingly letting this soldier wear a small amount of his clan's colors.


Dreading who was under that helmet, Sabine heard Ezra greet him, "Tristan."


The Super Commando pulled off his helmet and clipped it to his belt, revealing the face of Sabine's younger brother. He had aged well in seven years, now looking very much a full Mandalorian warrior, despite the fact that he was only just seventeen years in age and quite possibly the youngest one on this platform.


He looked at Sabine over Ezra's shoulder once, then directed his gaze directly at Ezra's visor. "Captain Kryze?" Tristan asked. "Is that really you?"


Ezra pulled off his own helmet and smiled at Tristan, putting up an arm to shake Tristan's hand. "Indeed it is, Tristan Wren. It's been a long time."


Tristan looked over Ezra's armor, then looked warily over his shoulder like he was expecting Saxon to be standing behind him. "What are you doing, Captain?" Tristan whispered to Ezra. "What did you do to your armor? If Saxon sees you like this, he'll-"


"He'll do nothing, Tristan," Ezra cut him off. "As of just recently, I am quitting the Empire. I accomplished my assignment, now I refuse to serve them any longer."


"There is no quitting the Empire, Captain," Tristan whispered back, and Sabine was interested to detect a certain level of concern for Ezra in Tristan's voice. Apparently, her brother had developed a sense of respect for Ezra at some point, even though it seemed like they didn't know each other all too well.


"Gar Saxon can tell me that before I put a blast through his head," Ezra argued, and the conversation was instantly over. Following Ezra's fearless threat of treason, Tristan seemed to lose all sense of fight in him.


His shoulders slumped and he said, "You're really leaving us, aren't you? Well, you will be missed, Captain. And I think I'll just keep this discussion of ours between us, shall I?"


He then turned to face Sabine fully and said, "So, Sabine. Is it really you?"


Sabine removed her own helmet, ignoring the threatening moves of the Mandalorians around her in response to seeing her face, and said, "It is, Tristan. It's good to see you."


Tristan looked her over and commented, "You changed your hair."


"You know me," Sabine responded.


"Do I?" Tristan asked. The hurt and awkwardness in his voice was obvious, and Sabine wondered to herself what Tristan must have been through after she left, feeling some guilt for leaving him in the dark for so long.


Tristan stared at her for another moment, then sighed. "I'll take you to the Stronghold, but I'm sure you know that you won't be greeted well."


Ezra nodded. "We know."


Tristan nodded back and put his helmet back on, and the other Mandalorians around them closed in to surround Sabine and Ezra before escorting them towards the Wren Stronghold.


Krownest was covered in large amounts of snow. The snow rarely fell, but the planet was too far from any sun for the snow to melt very much. The Stronghold itself was a large, boxy gray building with a large glass box, the throne room, slightly hanging out over a frozen lake, and entirely surrounded by tall, green trees.


All around them were Mandalorians of the clan, wearing white armor that helped them blend in with the environment, but lined with small amounts of yellow. Camouflage wasn't the primary nature of a Mandalorian, after all, even when it was an option.


Overall, the place hadn't changed much since Sabine had left, except that it felt less friendly. Looking at it, this place no longer felt like home to Sabine. Despite only really knowing him for a short time, Ezra was by far the most comforting thing on this planet, and Sabine was glad to have him here with her.


Sabine had expected to speak to her mother in the throne room, but they found her waiting for them right outside the Stronghold, leaning against a glass railing and looking down at them. Ursa Wren, the proud and mighty leader of Clan Wren, glared down at her daughter and coldly said, "So it's true. My wayward daughter has returned."


Refusing to back down under her look, Sabine simply greeted, "Mother."


"Put her in a cell," Ursa ordered her troops. "She'll be held for trial."


Ezra POV


Ezra had expected some level of disdain directed at Sabine from the Countess Wren, but not such utter disregard for her only daughter as to instantly dismiss her. He understood how complicated Mandalorian families could be, and his own mother figure had been forced to speak negatively of him for years now to keep up the illusion of his betrayal, but she'd always maintained some sense of honor when it came to dealing with him, and she'd also spoken highly of Ursa Wren's similar sense of honor.


Stepping forward and trying to keep his anger in check, Ezra called out, "Countess Wren!"


Instantly, all of the Mandalorians present save for Sabine, Tristan, and their mother, drew their weapons and directed them at him, clearly apprehensive of some sort of threat from him. Sabine looked at him and shook her head, and Ursa raised an eyebrow as she rested one hand on one of the pistols at her hips.


Ezra held up his hands in a placating gesture and continued, "I am Ezra Kryze, son of Lady Bo-Katan Kryze. You served under my mother in the Nite Owls."


Upon hearing his mother's name, all of the Mandalorian soldiers slightly lowered their blasters and looked to their Countess for direction, clearly recognizing his mother's name, though he noticed that Sabine just looked confused. It seemed that she didn't know the full significance of his mother's accomplishments.


Not stopping, Ezra said, "After a long time spent working to get here, and many sacrifices made, your daughter willingly came along with me to face judgment. If I may, I request that we simply go to trial now rather than wait or imprison your daughter."


There was a short silence, then the Countess Wren narrowed her eyes and said, "Out of respect for your mother, Ezra Kryze, I shall agree to your request. Besides, I think we've put this off for quite long enough."


She nodded to her soldiers, and they all hesitantly holstered their various weapons, causing Ezra to let out a sigh of relief. They all walked into the throne room, where the soldiers of Clan Wren lined up along the side walls and Tristan moved to stand on one side of Ursa's throne as she sat down in it. Above the throne hung a masterfully painted portrait of Countess Wren in a seated position, her helmet on her lap as she looked sternly ahead of her, an image that almost perfectly matched the live sight in front of them.


Ezra escorted Sabine to stand directly in front of the steps leading up to her mother's throne. Once Sabine was in place, Ezra looked into her face to see her expected expression of nervousness. He gave her a reassuring smile, which she tried to return but only succeeded in grimacing back, and then Ezra went to stand on the other side of Countess Wren's throne, a place reserved for him as the guest of honor, and the trial commenced.


Trial
Chapter 7


Ezra POV


The Countess began the trial by saying, "Sabine Wren! You stand accused of bringing shame and dishonor to your clan. You attacked the Empire and then fled, leaving your people to deal with the consequences. You brought pain upon your own family while you hid. This is not only dishonorable, but cowardly. There is no greater crime in the eyes of Mandalorians. And so, with that said, I sentence you-"


Everything came to a pause in Ezra's mind, and he said, "Wait!"


All fell quiet in the room, and all of the helmeted gazes fell on Ezra, who suddenly realized that he had interrupted the Countess in her own home, which probably wasn't the best idea.


"Ezra Kryze," Countess Wren quietly hissed out. "You had better have good reason for interrupting me."


Ezra looked over at Sabine, who seemed to have shrunken inwards with fear. He hesitantly opened up to her in the Force, just for one small moment, and he felt her sheer terror. She'd been in dangerous situations before, but facing her family, her clan, her mother, was different. No doubt she had thought that she could handle this before she came here, but now that she stood before her mother she had frozen up.


Some part of Ezra thought, I've finished my mission here. I brought Sabine Wren home. I should just stay silent and let this play out, then go home. It isn't my place to speak here. But looking at Sabine, seeming helpless before the unforgiving words of her family, utterly surrounded and alone, he knew that he couldn't do that to her. No Mandalorian should ever fight alone. Besides, she was his friend, odd as it still seemed. She'd come here with him, helped him on Beyrov. In the short time they'd known each other, they'd fought side by side and saved each other's lives. He couldn't let her fight this battle alone.


Stepping forward, he said, "I beg your pardon, Countess, but Sabine here hasn't been able to make her case yet. She deserves a chance to defend herself."


They redirected their gaze back at Sabine, who looked up at them but seemed unable to form any words. Ezra walked forward and stood next to her, leaning in to mutter, "Sabine. You need to say something. I'm trying to help you here, but you need to speak. I'd do it for you, but I… I honestly don't know everything that happened or why."


Sabine looked back at him with fearful eyes and whispered, "I can't, Ezra. I don't know what to say. I just… I feel frozen. What do I tell them?"


"The truth," Ezra told her.


He kept his hands on her shoulders and made sure that she looked only at him, wanting to distract her from the hostile environment around her that was making her so nervous. She stared back at him for another moment before she nodded with determination and took a deep, calming breath. Ezra stepped back but did not return to stand by the throne, instead standing behind Sabine, hoping that his presence would calm her somehow.


Sabine POV


Taking slow, even breaths to calm herself, Sabine stepped forward to address her mother, looking her in the eyes and ignoring the way that her instincts screamed at her, warning of danger.


She expected to see Ezra step forward again to stand by her mother, but he didn't move from where he stood behind her, which comforted her somewhat. With him by her side, even if he couldn't speak, she no longer felt so alone, and that thought gave her strength.


"I was a student in the Mandalorian Imperial Academy," Sabine began, "but I eventually realized that they were trying to indoctrinate us against our own people. They were training us to be loyal to the Empire rather than Mandalore. They wanted us to turn on our own people!"


Sabine met her mother's stern gaze evenly, not backing down, and continued, "I was given honor and prestige by the Empire when they realized that I had skills that could serve them. I proved to be a master at building weapons of mass destruction, and they gave me an… an assignment." Sabine choked up at the end there, remembering her assignment. She'd thought that it was just a challenge, and she'd been eager to meet it, but it had quickly turned into a nightmare.


She looked back nervously at Ezra as she prepared to continue her explanation. This would be the hardest part. All of them, even Ezra, would probably hate her after this, but if she was going to die, she at least wanted to die for the right thing.


Closing her eyes, she just managed to get out the next part of the story. "The Empire… challenged me to build a weapon more powerful, more devastating than anything they had ever seen before. I thought they would use it to help Mandalore, so I did it. I built a weapon… that could target certain kinds of armor and superheated it, incinerating the wearer from inside their own protection. And they used it. They turned it against beskar armor and used it to cripple Mandalore."


At this, Sabine could hear shuffling all around her, but she didn't need to open her eyes to see the horrified faces on the Mandalorians all around her. She didn't want to see them, looking at her like she was a monster. She knew she was, and she saw that expression every time she looked in a mirror.


Finally, she ended the story, struggling to keep her voice even. "So I had to do something. I snuck into the Imperial Academy on Mandalore and I sabotaged my prototype, destroying it and all my research. Destroyed a big part of the city, too. But I did it to save everyone, to save Mandalore. I'm sorry for the pain I brought you, but I did it to save you all from a much worse fate, and I left to keep even worse punishment from falling on you all. I… I'm sorry."


At the end of all this, Sabine slumped down in defeat, still not looking at their faces. In her speech, she had let out years of bottled up resentment, pain, and emotion, and now she was spent. She didn't know what they'd do with her now, nor did she care. They had every right to hate her for what she did, and it was quite likely that they would still kill her, but she was glad that she'd told someone what had really happened. Not even her family on the Ghost had known the full truth of her story, but it felt good to finally let it all out.


Hearing Ezra's footsteps approach behind her, she stayed frozen, expecting any outcome. She doubted she would care right now if he simply stabbed her and was done with a whole lot of trouble for all Mandalorians. At this point, that was what she expected.


She turned around to look Ezra in the eyes, wanting to meet her death standing tall, but she was surprised as he instead pulled her in for a tight hug. Sabine did not reciprocate the hug and simply tensed up. Some part of it felt nice, but then she realized that Ezra was hugging her in front of her entire clan, who may all still want to kill her. Not to mention, and she blushed to think about it, such an action committed with her, a young, single female in Mandalorian culture, could almost be mistaken as him making a move on her.


Seeming to realize the same thing, he quickly pulled away, also blushing slightly, and awkwardly placed a hand on her shoulder instead, saying, "Thank you for saving us, Sabine Wren."


There was a pause, then, one by one, all of the other Mandalorian clan members left their places lined up against the walls and came forward. They each stepped towards Sabine and silently placed a hand on a piece of her armor as they walked by, the Mandalorian practice for acceptance.


Against all of her expectations, her clan were now welcoming her back. Through it all, Sabine stayed frozen in shock, not entirely sure how to respond, but luckily she wasn't supposed to move throughout this process.


Tristan stepped towards her and placed a hand on her shoulder plate before he pulled her into a hug. It was different from Ezra's, but still felt nice.


As he pulled away, the final person approached Sabine: her mother. Ursa Wren walked down the steps of her throne, appearing more tentative than the others had, and stopped in front of Sabine. She reached out with a shaking hand and touched Sabine's shoulder plate, then brought her hand to rest on the back of Sabine's head and pulled her in so that their foreheads touched, both of them closing their eyes.


This was a practice that Sabine had almost forgotten about, the Keldabe kiss. With an armored helmet, it could be used to attack as a headbutt, but when done gently like her mother was doing it now, it was a sign of love and trust.


The surrounding Mandalorians let them have their moment, not interrupting, and Ursa whispered, "Oh, Sabine. I'm so sorry. I didn't know what you'd done for us."


Trying to keep tears from leaving her eyes, Sabine responded, "I know, mom. It's okay. I'm here now."


Ezra POV


During the touching reunion of Sabine and her mother, Ezra leaned over to Tristan and said, "I don't think you need to tell Governor Saxon about this. Maybe just quietly remove Sabine from the list of Dar'manda, and we'll call that good."


Tristan smiled back at him and responded, "As you say, Captain."


Ezra grinned in response. He hadn't known Tristan very well before, certainly nothing beyond a professional capacity, but he appreciated the younger man's flexibility, his lack of dedication to the Empire and their current Governor.


Clearing his throat after another moment, Ezra tried to draw the group's attention back to him. As Countess Wren and Sabine turned to face him, they had matching looks of gratitude on their faces, which Ezra tried not to feel too proud of.


"This scene is very touching, and I hope you all take the opportunity to reconnect," Ezra said, "but if our business here is concluded, I think I should warn you that if Sabine wants to go back to her rebel friends, we'll need to leave soon. I need to be on my way, but I'm willing to give her a ride back to the rebel base before I do."


While his words were true, and Ezra did indeed want to return to his clan and officially finish his mission, he would be sad to see Sabine go. He'd grown rather fond of her company over the past few days, and he would be sorry to say goodbye, perhaps for the last time, but he had to keep his responsibilities in mind.


Sabine looked down sadly, then turned to her mother and pressed a private comm device into her hand. She then turned to address her clan and said, "Thank you all for being willing to accept me again. I will always be there for you, but the mission I started seven years ago is far from over. I need to return to the Rebellion, to continue my fight against the Empire."


Ursa held onto her daughter for another moment, then sighed and released her. "Of course you couldn't stop fighting. You are one of us, daughter. I only ask that you return to your clan at the end of all this."


Sabine looked down and said, "I will try. If I do not, I will ensure that I die proudly fighting our oppressors." She pressed the device more firmly into her mother's hand and told her, "We can stay in contact with this. If you ever need me here, I will be there as soon as I can."


Ursa looked down at the device, then said, "Everyone please leave. You too, Tristan. Before she goes, I need to speak to my daughter privately."


After she had finished making her request, everyone immediately began to walk out of the room, including Ezra.


He went to his ship and prepared for takeoff as he waited for Sabine to arrive. Really, he just used the work to distract himself from his hesitance to leave Sabine behind, as he would once he'd brought her back to the rebel base.


Unfortunately, the ship was already prepared to fly, so he used his time simply doing extra, unnecessary maintenance. Using supplies given to him by the dock workers and refusing any help, he polished the hull, topped off the fuel, and ran several diagnostics on his weapons systems. All these tasks were done to distract him, but nothing he did helped him to stop worrying that he'd never see Sabine again.


Sabine POV


Meanwhile, back inside the throne room, after everyone left, Ursa quickly began fussing over her daughter. "First, Sabine, I need to know that you've been alright all these years. You weren't all alone? Were you starving? Oh, you were starving, weren't you? I knew it. You should've come home! Or maybe you hunted your own food? You did, didn't you? Oh, Sabine, I couldn't be prouder-"


Sabine cut her off before she could continue. "Mom! I was fine. I took care of myself for a little while, but then I was found by some people. They took me in, made me one of their family."


Ursa's eyes narrowed with suspicion and perhaps a little jealousy. "Oh? So you had… another family? As in… new parents?"


Sabine rolled her eyes. "Mother, calm down. I had a new father and mother figure, but they never made me love you and Father any less." She saw her mother gain a guilty look and start to speak, but Sabine swiftly told her, "And I already know that the Empire took Father away. Ezra told me."


Ursa let out a deep breath. "It's not been easy, Sabine," she said. "That's what I need to know next. When is all this going to be over? Mandalore wants to rise up against the Empire, but we can't fight them alone. What are your… rebel friends doing?"


Sabine sighed. "Honestly? I'm not sure how much we can do or how much we've already accomplished, but we are hurting them. It could still be years before we manage to really do something, though."


Looking her over, Ursa then said, "That's a long time, Sabine, and I hope I don't need to remind you that you're nearing twenty years of age now. I ask this because… Well, our people usually marry at sixteen."


Sabine tensed up and said, "You're not saying… I'm a bit busy, Mother. Besides, I haven't met anyone yet, and there's no way I'm doing one of those arranged marriages like you and Father had."


"We learned to love each other in time, and we were a perfect compliment to one another," Ursa defended, "But what do you mean you haven't met anyone? What about Kryze?"


Sabine paused for a moment, then realized what her mother was saying and blushed. "What? Ezra? But he's… I barely know him!"


"Let me be clear," Ursa said sternly. "As far as your father or I were ever concerned, there wasn't one young man on Mandalore or anywhere else in the galaxy worthy of eventually marrying our daughter. I still held onto that belief when you left, and every day since then. Until today, when Ezra Kryze stood up for you during your trial. He knew my reputation, knew that he was surrounded by overwhelming numbers in my own house, yet he still stood up to my authority to protect you. No one has ever done that. He certainly didn't have to. And I don't know what you saw, but to me it was clear that you two were comfortable with one another."


Sabine once again tried to deny her mother's claims, but Ursa spoke over her and continued. "I knew his mother well. Bo-Katan Kryze. You haven't been told much about her, but she was a good friend and a powerful warrior. She led the Nite Owls against Maul long before the Siege of Mandalore, and her son is only just barely younger than you, born in the same year. Now answer me this, and don't you dare lie to me. What do you think of him?"


Sabine thought it over, and she realized that she did actually care for him. He was a capable warrior, at least as good as her. He seemed trustworthy and loyal, and her mother was right that he had stood up for her when she most needed him. Even before today, he had rushed to her aid several times on Beyrov and nearly died while ensuring that she walked away from that base without a single scratch. Not to mention, his bright blue eyes that the artist in her simply couldn't get enough of, and the lean, chiseled body she'd seen when he'd removed his shirt in front of her, which she'd certainly appreciated.


Gulping down the lump in her throat, Sabine admitted, "I… might like him? I'm not sure."


"Work on that," her mother encouraged.


"But what if he doesn't feel the same?" Sabine asked. Having an even worse thought, she asked, "He's my age? What if he's already married?"


Ursa just shook her head and said, "You'll have to ask him yourself. But Sabine, there's a spark between you two. What it is may not be clear yet, but don't let it fade away. And don't wait too long. Your father and I spent a long time learning to love each other, and every time I think of him now I wish that we'd learned sooner, given ourselves more time to enjoy having each other in our lives."


Sabine nodded in response. She knew that earlier in her life, her mother had progressively gotten happier as her marriage went on. Now, having lost her husband, her mother had become more depressed.


Sabine never wanted to feel so lost as that, but she wasn't sure what she had with Ezra, but now her mother had convinced her that perhaps it would be worth exploring, at the very least.


Rebel Return and a Mission
Chapter 8


Sabine POV


As the Absolution flew towards Atollon, Sabine rested on the couch in the captain's quarters, trying to sort out her thoughts. When she'd come back to the ship on Krownest to find the whole thing looking like it'd been given a thorough cleaning, she'd asked Ezra if there was somewhere that she could lay down for a while.


Having grown up around such fighters as this, Sabine knew that Kom'rk fighters had two living quarters, not being a particularly large model of ship but still acceptable to live in. There was the captain's quarters on the upper deck, and the crew's quarters on the lower, right across from the engine room.


When she'd asked for a private room, she'd expected to go to the crew's quarters, but Ezra had instead insisted that she go to his own room, telling her that she could use the bed, which he apparently never did as he preferred to sleep in the cockpit.


However, Sabine had noticed that he seemed almost relieved when she requested to go to a private room, and began to think that maybe he didn't want her around as much as she'd thought, or perhaps hoped. She'd refused to take the bed, not wanting to feel like she was imposing any more than she already did.


Her mother's words still in her mind, Sabine silently began to curse her luck as she realized that Ezra probably either wasn't interested in her or was indeed married. It only made sense, after all.


She didn't understand how she'd managed to fool herself for so long that someone as capable and genuinely friendly as Ezra wouldn't have already been scooped up by someone else. Of course, she hadn't really thought about it until her mother had brought it up, but oddly enough, Ezra suddenly seemed even more desirable.


Sabine groaned to herself as these things went through her mind. When she'd turned sixteen, the thought had shortly passed through her mind that she was now the age when most Mandalorians would be marrying, but she'd quickly put it out of her mind and never even considered anyone as a romantic partner. Now, as she imagined Ezra's presumed significant other, somewhere out there in the galaxy waiting for him to come back to them, Sabine was overcome with a sort of jealous rage that she didn't understand.


She hadn't even considered Ezra as a partner until just recently! She didn't even really know him, any of the details of his life! She shouldn't be feeling like this!


Getting up from the couch and huffing to herself in anger, Sabine stomped her way over to the cockpit. Her thoughts were driving her crazy, and she was going to follow her mother's advice, just ask Ezra. She needed to know, even if the truth hurt her.


Ezra POV


Ezra heard the cockpit door slide open and grimaced.


He'd had Sabine on his mind since they prepared to leave Krownest. The thought of never seeing her again after he returned her to Atollon had plagued him since he'd first realized what would have to happen next. Since then, he'd done everything he could to try to distance himself from her. His distracted mind was dangerous to him as a warrior, and he needed to start moving on from Sabine as soon as possible.


That was why, when she'd returned to the Absolution and requested a private room, he'd internally cheered at his fortune, even as the rest of him had been dismayed to lose some of the last time that he would get to spend with her.


Yet his mission was over. After seven years, he had finally accomplished what he'd always wanted to, and now he could go home, if only he could put Sabine in the past, but it was easier said than done. Now, she'd come to join him in the cockpit, which would only make things more difficult for him.


Then from behind him in the doorway, he heard her ask, "Are you married?"


The unexpected question caused Ezra to jolt forward and turn his head towards her. He wanted to ask, "What?" but he was unable to as his shock caused his arm to push a button on the console, which caused an alarm to blare as red lights flashed.


Not sure what he'd done, Ezra spun around and panickedly began to check his systems, trying to find the source of the alarm. He pressed random buttons on the console until Sabine finally walked forward and gently pressed one of the buttons he'd missed, which immediately shut off the alarm.


Groaning with embarrassment, Ezra laid his head down on the steering yoke, careful not to jostle it, and said, "Well, hopefully that answered your question."


Sabine chuckled good-naturedly at him and asked, "But, seriously, are you-?"


"No, I am not married," Ezra answered, raising his head. "Haven't had time for… anything like that. The last few… Er, sorry. You don't want to hear about my largely uneventful Imperial life."


To his surprise, Sabine quickly said, "Sure I do!" He looked over at her with confusion, but she seemed to be being truthful, wearing a somewhat shy smile on her face, no doubt because of her outburst.


"Er… Okay," Ezra said, "Well, what I was going to say was that the last few years, it's just been work, work, work. Even before I became a Captain, you were my only assignment. You've been my entire life for the last few years."


Looking over at her, he quickly added, "Not in a creepy way, just a…"


"I get it," Sabine cut him off, glancing away from him as she sat down in the co-pilot's seat.


Ezra turned his attention back to the controls as the ship exited hyperspace above Atollon. He retook the controls and guided them smoothly down to the planet, though this time he chose to land them at the actual base as the rebels should be expecting them.


As they set down, they both stood up to exit the ship, and as they faced each other, Ezra told Sabine, "Well, I guess this is it. It was an honor to know you, Sabine Wren."


Sabine grinned at him and began to exit the cockpit. "Don't worry, Ez. It won't be the last time. Remember my custom weapons? Well, here's one of my newer ones."


She then tossed a small object backwards over her shoulder as she left, and on instinct, Ezra caught it. Then, his eyes widened as he looked at it and recognized it as a detonator, which Sabine had already activated. His instinct told him to toss it away, but his only option would be to toss it at Sabine, which he found himself unable to do.


Looking up in worry, Ezra said, "Uh… Sabine?!" After she was out the doorway, she turned and winked at him before she shut the door.


Ezra quickly donned his helmet for some extra protection, meager as it was, and the detonator began to beep faster and faster, and Ezra panicked before… BOOM! The detonator exploded, but rather than emitting a blast of fiery death, it exploded into large amounts of multicolored paint, which covered Ezra from head to toe, as well as the entire interior of his cockpit.


Ezra stood frozen for a moment, his hand still outstretched in front of him, holding nothing. Slowly, he brought his hand back to his face and wiped the visor of his helmet to free his vision up more.


He then sighed to himself and said, "Paint. It's a paint bomb. I should've seen that one coming."


He looked around himself, then down at his armor, but it was clear that it was a lost cause. All of the paint would have to be cleaned off manually. Until then, his ship wouldn't be going anywhere, meaning that he was stuck here for a while, which undoubtedly had been Sabine's intention. So much for avoiding her. Yet, some part of him felt elated to realize that Sabine had done something like this to try to keep him around a little longer.


He slowly trudged his way out of the ship and found Sabine, facing Hera and Kanan, who both had their arms folded across their chests, and a small white astromech with an orange top. C1-10P, if Ezra remembered his Imperial briefing correctly.


As Ezra approached, Hera, Kanan and Sabine all directed their gazes at him. Hera smiled and brought one hand up to cover it, clearly amused by his paint-covered armor.


Kanan, being blind, merely tilted his head in confusion and said, "Uh… Can someone please caption this image for me? Hera and Sabine, you suddenly got really happy, and Ezra's… not."


Hera lowered her hand, revealing her wide grin, and explained, "Sabine gave Ezra's armor an explosive makeover. The shape of the armor itself also looks different, but I think his new look rather suits him."


Kanan smiled at Ezra and said, "Oh, yeah? Has she been bullying you long, Ezra?"


Ezra stopped in front of them and tried in vain to wipe some of the paint off his armor, only succeeding in spreading the paint. "Only since I helped her survive her family reunion, which tells me that she appreciates my efforts," Ezra answered, then muttered, "And right after I got my armor the way I wanted it, too. No longer Imperial, my clan's colors, the antenna rangefinder."


"Well, thank you for returning Sabine to us," Hera said. She then turned to the girl in question and said, "And Sabine, if you're ready to deploy again, we have a mission that we could use you on."


Sabine stood tall and asked, "What's the mission?" Ezra couldn't help but admire her willingness to immediately get back in the action, even with how annoyed he was with her at the moment.


"We've lost contact with the Protectors on Concord Dawn," Hera explained. "Kanan and Chopper here are going with Fenn Rau to inspect the disturbance."


Trying and failing to activate his energy shield on his paint-clogged vambrace, Ezra said, "Well, that sounds like fun. I'd be happy to go along with you if you have someone that could clean up my armor and cockpit."


Hera looked at him in confusion and Ezra explained, "Due to Sabine's little surprise, I won't be going anywhere until I can get myself and my ship cleaned up, but in the meantime I would be happy to help you with this mission if some of your people can get to work on cleaning up my ship. No offense, but I don't trust any of your people to do the cleaning on my armor."


Sabine suddenly spoke up, saying, "I made the mess, I'll clean both of them. Ezra, leave your armor here, and I'll clean it when we get back."


Ezra frowned, but ultimately just sighed and walked into his ship to hang up his armor.


He walked back out of the ship wearing brown pants and an orange jacket, his "civilian-wear". On his wrist he kept a small detachable comm unit, on his back was his jetpack, one of the few things that hadn't been hit by the paint, and at his hips were his dual Westar-35's. They had been hit by the paint, but not enough to jam them, and frankly he refused to go anywhere without his weapons anyway. In one of his boots was his vibroknife, giving him a total of three weapons not counting himself, but he still felt almost naked without his vambraces and their many features.


As he walked back to the group, Kanan said, "You look good."


"Hilarious," Ezra said back, rolling his eyes, and Kanan chuckled at his own joke.


Sabine elbowed him and said, "Don't worry, Ez. Maybe he can't see you, but you really do look good. The orange is a good look for you."


Ezra smiled and explained, "My favorite color. And before you ask, no, it's not blue just because blue is the color of my clan."


Sabine smiled, enjoying his enthusiasm, and Hera said, "All right, then I guess you all are ready to go. You'll be taking the Phantom II."


Sabine frowned at that and asked, "The Phantom II?"


Kanan stepped forward and placed his arms on Ezra and Sabine's shoulders to steer them towards their ship, saying, "It's a long story that we'll tell you later, Sabine. For now, let's go grab our cranky guest. We need to visit Concord Dawn."


Concord Dawn
Chapter 9


Sabine POV


Sabine sat at the controls of the Phantom II, the new replacement for the shuttle that they'd lost at Reklam Station.


It was a repurposed Sheathipede-class Separatist shuttle. She didn't know where they'd acquired it while she was gone, but it controlled well. Since getting it, they'd also upgraded the shields and added guns on the front, which added to the hyperdrive already fitted inside, made it a very capable, if small, shuttle, and it could still dock on the Ghost, just as the first Phantom had been able to.


In the back sat the rest of her group: Chopper, Kanan, Ezra, and Fenn Rau.


Fenn Rau was the leader of the Protectors, a group of Mandalorians on the planet of Concord Dawn that excelled especially in piloting, maintaining their borders fiercely. Last year, the Protectors and the Rebels had gotten into a disagreement, and Rau had been their more-or-less prisoner since then, ensuring safe travel for the Rebels through the Protectors' space zone. Now that they'd lost contact with the Protectors, Rau had insisted on being present when they went to investigate.


In the back, she heard Ezra whistling to pass the time, making her smile in amusement. Rau's voice then noted, "You have Mandalorian blasters. How have they served you? Exceptionally, I'm sure."


"Well, it's not the weapon, it's the one wielding it," Ezra responded.


"When it's a Mandalorian wielding it, the weapon becomes something more," Rau countered.


She then heard Kanan say, "Don't try it, Rau."


"Don't try what?"


"What you were about to do," Kanan responded. "Grabbing for Ezra's blasters and commandeering the shuttle."


There was a pause, then Rau said, "Your sorcery does you credit, Master Jedi."


"Not me," Kanan's voice responded. "Just warning you before you make the wrong move and Ezra breaks your hands."


Rau scoffed. "I think you underestimate my speed, Jedi. I could grab his blasters and have him stunned before he even realizes that his weapons are missing."


"Especially since you picked the locks on your cuffs ten minutes ago," Ezra's voice responded.


There was another silence, during which Sabine had to try to hold back her laughter, and then Rau said, "Clearly you are better prepared to deal with me than I'd expected, and I know when I'm outmatched. But you need to understand, I need to land on the planet. I worry about what the silence of my men could mean. We've been defying the Empire for you for some time now, and I need to know that they're alright."


Once again there was a short pause, then Ezra said, "Sabine, take us down."


Acting on instinct, Sabine began to fly closer towards the planet at Ezra's request, but then stopped for a moment as Kanan argued, "Ezra, wait. Our orders are to simply scout it out and report back. I know you're not used to this sort of setting, but-"


"You don't understand, Kanan," Ezra cut him off. "A Mandalorian clan is more than our fellow soldiers. This is Rau's family we're talking about."


There was a short silence, then Rau asked hesitantly, "Are you… You're a Mandalorian?"


"Ezra Kryze of Clan Kryze," Ezra introduced in his typical fashion.


"Son of Bo-Katan Kryze," Rau himself finished in understanding. Clearly, he'd heard of Ezra's family, which caused Sabine to suddenly realize that she had not. She was annoyed to discover that she still knew so little about Ezra, but she determined to herself that she would figure out more of the details at some point after this mission.


She pulled the Phantom II in to land on the surface of Concord Dawn, right in front of the Protectors' base. Or rather, in front of the smoking ruins of the base. As they landed, Fenn Rau stood up and walked forward to look out the viewport with horror, then he quickly ran to get outside of the shuttle, as though the viewport must be obscuring his vision.


The rest of the group followed him outside, standing next to him as he looked at the burnt remains of tents and the scorched armor pieces of Protector Mandalorians. Rau bent down to pick up the helmet of one of his fallen soldiers, holding it up to his face and staring into the empty visor.


Wanting to help relieve some of his pain, Sabine began to say, "Look, Rau-"


"This is all your fault!" Rau cut her off, spinning to face her in a rage. "If I'd been here instead of locked away by you rebels, I could have prevented this!"


Ezra leaned down to inspect the blast marks on the ground, then said, "No, you couldn't. You would've just been another body. The angle of these blast marks indicates that they were precision strikes, coming from above. Imperial droids. And Mandalorians. That can only mean…"


He looked around and suddenly whipped out one of his pistols, firing it into the distance. Sabine followed the path of his blast and saw that he had fired through the eye of an Imperial probe droid, which had been watching them from a distance.


Ezra then looked at Sabine and Rau and continued, "Clan Saxon."


They nodded at him in agreement, and Kanan asked, "Who are Clan Saxon?"


"They make up most of the Imperial Super Commandos," Rau explained to him. "Mandalorian traitors that serve the Empire."


Behind her, Sabine heard Ezra bitterly mutter, "Like me."


Underneath her helmet, Sabine frowned to herself. Ezra still carried a lot of self-deprecation for the time he spent in the Empire. It was unhealthy, and she hoped that her plan would help him to recover from those reactions.


Just then, the antenna on top of Chopper's head spun upwards and he beeped out a warning.


"The Empire are here?" Sabine repeated back as a question.


Ezra then looked around at the sky and pointed in the direction of eight flying figures. Most of them wore the same white armor, much like Tristan's, though without the yellow on the shoulders. Only one was different, and he wore the same armor but with red on the legs, vambraces, helmet, and jetpack.


"Gar Saxon himself," Ezra explained before she could ask who the red one was. "Imperial Viceroy of Mandalore. And my old boss."


"We should really take cover!" Kanan urged.


Ezra just shook his head and said, "They're Mandalorians, and our ship is stuck here for now. If they don't find anything, they'll hunt us down. I have a better idea. C1… Chopper, Kanan, and Rau, hide yourselves among the wreckage here. Rau, I'm going to need your binders, and you can take Sabine's weapons for now."


They all looked at him like he was crazy, and Ezra sighed in exasperation. "Just listen! I'm going to take Sabine prisoner to throw them off guard, make them think that they have their intruder, then you all can strike when the right moment comes."


Sabine hesitantly handed her pistols to Fenn, then told Ezra nervously, "Ezra, you're not one of them anymore. They'll kill you."


Ezra smirked as he took the binders from Rau before the rest of the group ran off and pulled Sabine's wrists behind her back before cuffing them together, though she could feel that they weren't all the way secured, merely giving the appearance of being locked. "Well, then it's good that my armor, my one big giveaway, isn't here right now, isn't it?"


"Not gonna lie, when I expect them to shoot at you, I'd prefer that you did have your armor right now," Sabine hissed as Ezra pulled her forward to face Saxon and his men as they came in to land.


Ezra POV


As Saxon landed, surrounded by seven of his soldiers, Ezra tried his best to play it cool. Some part of him actually agreed with what Sabine had said, wanting to have his armor right now in case the Super Commandos opened fire, but the other part of him knew that right now, his face without his armor was probably his best bet.


"Governor Saxon!" Ezra called out to the leader of the Imperials.


"Captain Kryze," Saxon responded, lowering his rifle as he recognized his second-in-command. Saxon held great respect from Ezra and he knew it. Even Gar Saxon's brother, Tiber, was less respected by Gar than Ezra, as Gar disliked the way that his brother seemed to idolize the Empire. Gar Saxon liked that the Empire made him more powerful, but Tiber liked to serve them instead. Gar Saxon respected Ezra as a proud and honorable Mandalorian, and Ezra was counting on that respect to help him now.


"I hadn't expected to see you here, Captain," Saxon said.


"I didn't expect to see you either, sir," Ezra responded, "But I heard that the Protectors were suspected of consorting with rebels and came here looking for possible information on Wren."


He pushed Sabine in front of him and pulled off her helmet, finishing with, "I found something even better. I believe I owe you thanks, Governor."


Saxon stepped forward and removed his own helmet to look down on Sabine, who glared at him murderously. "Sabine Wren herself. Hmph. Well done, Captain," Saxon said, then turned to two of his soldiers and ordered, "Secure Wren here! Keep your blasters trained on her, and kill her if she moves."


The soldiers nodded and walked forward to take Sabine from Ezra, forcing her down on her knees as the rest of the group walked closer to Ezra. "Where is your armor, Captain?" Saxon asked.


Ezra just looked down and responded, "Needed cleaning after a nasty attack. My ship too, which is why I came here in this shuttle."


He gestured to the Phantom II, and Saxon narrowed his eyes. "You mean that this isn't Wren's ship?"


"No, sir," Ezra answered. "I was going to secure her inside my shuttle and search the planet for her ship just before I saw you coming."


Saxon nodded in satisfaction, and just then, they heard blaster shots coming from behind them.


Saxon and his soldiers spun around to see Rau running into the opening, firing bolts into the helmets of the two soldiers guarding Sabine, who both were knocked unconscious by the force to their heads, despite their protection. Closely following behind him was Kanan, wielding his glowing blue lightsaber, which he used to deflect the fire that the rest of Saxon's men returned.


Saxon growled and donned his helmet, saying, "Rau…" He didn't see Ezra behind him as Ezra picked up one of the fallen Protector helmets and slammed it down on Saxon's helmeted head with all his might, knocking him down, instantly unconscious from the trauma.


Before they could realize what had happened, Ezra then drew both of his pistols and shot the soldiers on either side of Saxon, making sure to shoot between their armor plates. As they collapsed, Ezra stepped calmly over the three fallen forms, pausing and stooping down as he passed them to grab the jetpack off of Saxon's back, knowing that he wasn't down permanently. Part of him was tempted to shoot Saxon where he lay, but it was against his instincts to shoot a downed enemy, so he simply ran forward to join the rest of his group.


As he approached, Kanan, Sabine, and Rau managed to take out two more of Saxon's men and Ezra used his one remaining free hand to shoot the last one in the shoulder. When he stopped next to them, he grinned and commented, "Well, that was fun."


"You're going to be actively hunted by the Empire now, you know?" Kanan asked as he deactivated his lightsaber and clipped it to his belt.


"Not only that. Saxon will want revenge on you personally. He'll want you more than perhaps anyone else in the galaxy," Rau added, clearly having begun to understand Ezra's significance to the Super Commandos after seeing how easily he'd managed to lower the Governor's guard.


Upon hearing Rau's claim, Ezra saw Sabine narrow her eyes at Saxon's unconscious body as her hand drifted towards the one pistol that she now had back in its holster.


Ezra quickly stepped forward, placing a hand on her shoulder, and said, "He's down. Another day."


Sabine looked back into his eyes for a moment before she looked down and nodded grudgingly. Trying to cheer her up, Ezra handed her Saxon's jetpack as he walked by to enter the Phantom II. "Here," he said shortly.


Sabine took the jetpack and stared at it with awe, then excitedly asked him, "Really?!"


"You said you wanted one, right? Every Mandalorian is better with a jetpack," Ezra responded, trying to play it off as no big deal, but inside he was elated that Sabine liked his gift. He'd promised her vambraces, though he wasn't sure where he'd acquire some, but he hadn't planned to get her a jetpack until just now, yet he was glad that he'd done it, even just in passing.


He boarded the Phantom II and called back, "Alright, rebels. Let's get going before Governor Crazy wakes up."


A/N: I know that this was probably shorter than you all expected, but fear not. This is not the last we'll see of Gar Saxon.


Farewell For Now
Chapter 10


Ezra POV


A few days after they returned from Concord Dawn, Kanan asked Ezra to come visit him in his quarters. Having nothing better to do, Ezra decided to see what the Jedi wanted.


Over the last few days, he'd spent most of his time helping around the base any way he could as he waited for Sabine to finish cleaning up his armor and ship. She'd told him that she was nearly finished, so he expected that he could be ready to leave at any time.


Until that time came, he'd spent his large amounts of free time helping to do whatever he could to help the rebels. He still didn't care for their cause, but he appreciated them for trying to fight the Empire, though he'd already calculated that they stood no chance after he got a good look at all of their weapons and gear. Even with other Rebel divisions spread throughout the galaxy, they simply didn't have the numbers or armament to win this fight, but he still did everything in his power to help them.


He opened the door to Kanan's room and found the bearded Jedi meditating, his back to the right wall as he kneeled on the floor with his hands on his legs. He'd removed his mask, revealing a long red burn mark that went across his eyes, but the eyes themselves were closed.


When the door opened, Kanan said, "Ezra. Thank you for coming. Please, come in."


He didn't move any part of his body as he spoke except for his mouth, and Ezra wondered how he even knew that it was him. Probably just a lucky guess following his request earlier this morning.


Ezra entered, the door closing behind him, and stood in front of Kanan. "What did you want to speak about?" Ezra asked.


Kanan spoke slowly as he responded, "I know that you're planning to leave here once your ship is cleaned, but-"


"I have responsibilities back home, Kanan," Ezra cut him off. "I can't abandon my people to join your group of rebels. I've been away too long already."


"And I respect that," Kanan responded calmly. "But you have much more to offer than a few extra guns. In you I sense the potential to help Mandalore and us as well. You're just not using it."


Ezra narrowed his eyes at the Jedi, then sighed. "This is about the Force, isn't it?" Kanan simply nodded in response, and Ezra defended, "Kanan, you don't understand. Yes, I have powers. I can move things with my mind. So what? My vambraces were made to combat such abilities, and they don't attract the attention of the Empire."


"When did you last use them in a fight?" Kanan asked.


Ezra began to answer, insisting that he hadn't done it since he was a toddler, but then remembered what had happened on Beyrov. Sighing again, he answered truthfully, "About a week ago. I used them to save Sabine from a fyrnock."


Kanan chuckled and opened his eyes, revealing clouded white orbs, saying, "Well, there you go. The Force is more than a weapon, Ezra. It's a tool that can be used to save lives. One of many in your arsenal, it seems, but you haven't trained yourself to use this one."


Ezra rolled his eyes. "I've never really needed it. When I saved Sabine, I didn't have my vambraces with me, or I wouldn't have done it."


"Exactly!" Kanan exclaimed. "You didn't have your vambraces, but the Force is always with you. And if you combined those two abilities? You'd become much more powerful, easily a big threat to the Empire, which would help both your people and ours."


Ezra shook his head. "I'm not a Jedi, Kanan. Being a Mandalorian will always come first for me, and I don't need to be like my… like you."


Kanan tilted his head as he noted Ezra's hesitation. "'Don't need to be like your…' what?" he asked, curious.


Ezra shook his head and began to walk out of the room. "Nothing. I just… slipped for a minute. Don't talk to me about your Jedi stuff anymore, okay?"


Before the door closed behind him, Ezra saw Kanan lower his head in disappointment, but quickly tried to put it out of his mind. Yet some part of him considered a certain piece of what Kanan had said, about him using his powers to help his people.


For his entire life, he'd kept his powers hidden away, but… he wasn't a kid anymore. He wasn't scared of the Empire coming for him. He'd opened himself up to the Force twice in the past week, and both times it had felt… right. And if Kanan was right about the Force being another weapon, one that he's had all this time but had been wasting, then maybe it was time for him to learn how to use it. Just to fight the Empire. For his people.


In his mind, he determined that he would begin to train himself with the Force once he got home. He knew that there was a fight with the Empire coming, and he wanted to bring every weapon he had when the time came.


As he exited the Ghost, Ezra ran into Sabine. Looking up and seeing that it was him, Sabine said, "Oh! Ezra, I was just looking for you."


As distressed and distracted as Ezra was, his spirits immediately lifted upon seeing Sabine like always. He still didn't understand why, but the feeling was certainly pleasant. Smiling at her, Ezra said, "Hey, Sabine. What's up?"


Sabine smiled back. "It's done!"


Ezra's expression shifted to shock as he asked, "Wait, my ship? It's cleaned?"


"And your armor," Sabine added proudly.


Even more happy to hear that, Ezra looked towards the Absolution with a wide grin on his face. "Can I…"


"Go for it," Sabine told him, "But I have to watch."


Smiling the whole way, Ezra quickly strode past Sabine and entered his ship. He first went to the cockpit, which was perfectly spotless. All of his controls had been thoroughly cleaned, and the viewport seemed clearer than it had in years. He moved forward to sit in the pilot's chair, spinning around in it to look at every angle of the cockpit.


Sabine leaned against the door frame, smiling at him as he examined the space with clear satisfaction.


He then stood up and excitedly walked down the hall. After seeing how well the cockpit had been cleaned, he was excited to see his armor. Knowing how Sabine liked to go the extra mile, he wouldn't be surprised if she'd already restored his old paint job to the armor without him asking her.


He walked into his quarters and immediately moved to his armor cabinet before he opened it to see his most beloved possession, eager to put it on once more. As he opened the door, however, his smile immediately fell.


Sabine had indeed repainted his armor, but… She'd done far more than he could have imagined. His cape, the inner part of his bodysuit, and a certain part of the helmet had maintained the blue of his clan, but almost every other part of the armor had been changed, and there wasn't a single space on it that wasn't painted in some way.


Most alarmingly, Sabine had taken the liberty of making his armor's primary color choice his favorite shade of orange, and lined it with yellow. His right shoulder pad was still his clan's bright blue and sported their symbol, but the other shoulder was now the same orange and yellow of most of the protective plates and had the design of a red circle with a familiar orange symbol on it.


He turned and looked at the matching symbol on one side of Sabine's chestplate, and she nodded in understanding. "My starbird. The Wren Phoenix crest," she explained proudly.


Ezra wasn't quite so pleased. He turned to look in sustained horror at his armor, his eyes flicking back and forth over it as though he could make it change with his mere will.


Covering his mouth with his hand to stifle a gasp, Ezra asked, "Why is it so… bright?!" He was stuck between feelings of outrage, amazement, and panic. To see his armor so… colorful nearly brought him to tears as so many jumbled feelings rushed through him that he couldn't quite process them all. Perhaps the worst part of it all was that it looked great. Incredible, even. But Ezra didn't know how to decorate his armor so expressively, nor did he understand exactly what had happened that had landed him in this situation.


Behind him, Sabine shyly said, "I, uh, thought you could stand to stick out a bit more. And you mentioned that orange was your favorite color, so I just… Well, do you like it?"


Ezra didn't know if he liked it. Some part of him hated it, some loved it, and the rest… didn't know what it thought. Sighing, Ezra said, "It's so… So…" He trailed off as he noticed a detail on the helmet. Picking it up, Ezra inspected the newest addition to his armor: Two orange jaig eyes on the forehead.


Turning to Sabine and gesturing at the eyes, Ezra said, "I… I can't wear these. I don't deserve them."


Sabine glanced at the eyes herself for a moment, then looked back at him with a firm glare and said, "Yes, you do."


Ezra just stared at her for a moment, then cleared his throat as he picked up the pieces of the armor and took them towards the refresher. "I'll just… put these on," he said awkwardly as he closed the door behind him.


Sabine POV


Sitting on the bed and fidgeting nervously, Sabine waited for Ezra to exit the refresher.


She'd tried to remain confident as she showed Ezra what she'd done to his armor, but internally she'd been terrified that he wouldn't like it. Maybe he still wouldn't. When he'd first seen it and frozen in shock, she too had frozen, but in fear. She was worried that she'd gone too far. He had told her, after all, that he didn't want to be another one of her art projects, and while she'd tried to keep her work on his armor completely professional, she was concerned that he had been completely serious, that he would be angry at her for desecrating his armor. After all, a Mandalorian's armor was a big part of their life, and while she wouldn't have been offended if he'd insisted that she remove her work, she didn't think that she could bear it if he'd gotten angry at her. But she wasn't in the clear just yet.


Finally, Ezra exited the refresher wearing his full gear, and Sabine gasped in awe at the sight that greeted her. As good as the armor had looked in individual pieces, it looked so much better when it was being worn as a set. The whole look worked better than Sabine had dared to imagine. She'd even done some light painting on his vambraces and guns, keeping the whole aesthetic intact. Even the blue cape managed to blend in nicely with the rest. He looked, in a word, majestic.


Ezra stepped into the room and spread his arms, just as he had when he'd first shown her the newly reforged armor, and hesitantly asked, "How do I look?"


Sabine remained silent for a moment before she found her voice again and said, "I hope you're comfortable in that thing, because I never want to see it come off."


"Aw, not even to catch a glimpse of the manly bod underneath?" Ezra teased sarcastically.


Sabine just rolled her eyes at him, although she thought to herself that it wasn't actually a bad idea. Suddenly, she remembered the next part of his plan and looked down sadly. "So… I guess you're going to be leaving now?" she asked him.


Ezra stopped looking over his armor as he seemed to process the same thing, then pulled off his helmet. "I have to. I'm sorry."


Sabine nodded sadly and pulled her legs up to sit cross-legged on the bed.


Ezra let out a deep breath and moved to sit down next to her. He paused for a moment, then said, "Sabine… I've got to admit, when I first met you, I thought you were a Mandalorian with no honor."


"Right back at you," Sabine said teasingly, trying to disguise the hurt in her voice behind a mask of humor.


Ezra rolled his eyes and continued, "But in the short time I've known you, you've shown me that I was wrong, and I'm proud to call you my friend. I can tell that you're protective of your family, and you tried to help Mandalore, not destroy it. You never stopped fighting, either. You left Mandalore, but you didn't stop fighting for us. You tried to fight the Empire for us. But we've still got a fight on our hands, back home. Mandalore needs me, and I… I need to be there for them. If you need to go bring down the Empire, do it. But I need to be there."


Sabine held back tears forming in her eyes and admitted, "I don't want you to go. I haven't had a friend my age in a long time."


Ezra smiled back at her. "To be honest, I don't want to go either. I wish that either I could stay or that you would come with me, but we're on different paths. But we'll see each other again. Anytime you need me, just call and I'll be there. Besides, I still need to get you your own vambraces."


Sabine gave a dry chuckle in response to his attempt at humor at a time like this. Turning to face him, she said, "And I'll be there when you need me. Assuming that I'm not busy."


Ezra laughed back at her own joke, then stood and offered her a hand. She took it, and he pulled her to her feet before he grabbed her arm at the wrist and shook her hand in the typical Mandalorian way. "It's been an honor. Ret'urcye mhi, Sabine Wren."


"I certainly hope so, Ezra Kryze."


A/N: Let the tears roll! Or not. I have no idea how emotional this farewell really is, but I hope that it's satisfactory. But fear not! This is far from the last chapter, and our favorite awkward not-couple will be reunited in a couple chapters! Also, for those of you that refuse to Google it, ret'urcye mhi is a Mandalorian farewell phrase meaning, "Maybe we'll meet again." If you want to see Ezra's painted armor, it is the cover image for the story on fanfiction.net. Please leave a review if you enjoyed, with constructive criticism or even just your thoughts, or kudos! It makes my day every time I receive one! Thanks for reading!


There's No Place Like Home
Chapter 11


Ezra POV


For the first time in seven years, Ezra entered the atmosphere of his home planet, Kalevala. It was just as he remembered, with its large cliffs that towered above the rolling waves below.


When he had learned to fly, it had been aboard this very ship, and he had been forced to dodge and weave his way between the perilous cliff faces around him, just the way that his mother had done when she was a child.


Just for old times sake, Ezra steered the Absolution down to the cliffs once again as he flew towards Kryze Castle. He rotated the wings of his Kom'rk just before he dived down between the stones, barely missing hitting them, but his ship was built for fancy maneuvers like this, making it equally impossible to hit or to avoid when in a fight.


Smiling to himself, Ezra gunned his engines and shot forward, dipping even further to kick up the waves beneath him, then pulled back on the throttle and launched into the sky.


Once he'd gained a height sufficient for his thrill-seeking nature, he reached up and deactivated his engines. The Absolution sputtered for a moment, still struggling to gain height, then slowly tipped and began to fall back towards the ocean below. Ezra steered the ship as it dived freely, the water approaching him fast, and he waited until the last possible second to pull it back into an upright position and reactivate the engines, the back of the ship even going so far as to dip into the water for a short moment before it began to regain height.


Yet as close as he'd come to death just now, Ezra couldn't keep the grin from his face. It felt good to be back home, doing something for sheer pleasure rather than work.


He accelerated once more, heading in the direction of his home, and rose over a large cliff face before he finally got a look at his clan's fortress. It was all gray stone, with numerous towers surrounding the edges and over a dozen Kom'rk fighters positioned around it, their wings raised upwards and each of them looking just like his own. There was a small landing pad just in front of the castle, yet it wouldn't be able to hold the Absolution considering its size, so Ezra simply flew in towards the green field where all the other Kom'rks were parked.


As he approached, two Clan Kryze Mandalorians with jetpacks flew up on either side of him. Looking out his viewport, Ezra saw one of them gesture at him, telling him to land, and Ezra gave them a thumbs-up in response, acknowledging the order. He then pulled his Kom'rk around, slowing it to a hover above an empty space on the grass, then gradually lowered it to the ground.


After he'd landed, Ezra stood up from his seat, tightened his vambraces, and picked up his helmet. For a moment, he looked at it, still mystified by the new paint job that had been applied to it. He traced a finger over the jaig eyes on the forehead, then turned it around in his hands before placing it on his head. He'd appreciate Sabine's art some other time. For now, he imagined that it was about to get him in some trouble.


He walked out of the Absolution to find at least a dozen Mandalorians standing around his ship. All were armed and fully armored, though their weapons of choice and the styles of their armors varied, but they all leaned back collectively as he went down the ramp of his ship, no doubt shocked by the unusual bright colors that he wore.


After a moment, one of them stepped forward and said, "I am Axe Woves, the head of security for this planet. State your name and purpose."


Ezra stood still, not wanting to appear threatening. He slowly removed his helmet before speaking, though none of them seemed to recognize him. "I wish to speak with Lady Bo-Katan Kryze," he said.


Axe stepped forward and removed his own helmet. Ezra saw the older man's eyes flicker down to view the symbol on his right shoulder, before he said, "In twenty seconds, my men here will shoot you for invoking the name of our Lady, unless you answer me when I ask you, what is your name?"


Ezra stayed frozen. He knew that it wouldn't be wise to tell them who he was until his mother could clear things up. She was the only one here that didn't think that he was a traitor.


A few more seconds passed in silence, then Axe placed a hand on one of his pistols and yelled, "Ten seconds!" The rest of the Mandalorians present raised their weapons to direct them at Ezra. Ezra still remained quiet, but the impending threat caused him to clench his left fist, preparing to abruptly raise it and activate his energy shield.


Just then, a familiar voice called out, "Axe! Don't you recognize him?"


Ezra turned his head and smiled at his mother as she approached him fearlessly, a big smile on her face. She looked just as he remembered her, as though not a day had passed. Her green eyes still glittered with equal parts danger and kindness. Her shoulder-length red hair still fell straight, and was kept out of her eyes by a single thin beskar strip that ran along the top of her head. As she moved, one could easily tell that she was most comfortable in her armor, and frankly, Ezra had almost never seen her outside of it, barely able to imagine the picture in his mind.


She approached him and ran a hand along his shoulder plate before she smiled and said, "He's my son. And he's finally come home."


At this, Axe and his men only tensed up further. "...Ezra Kryze?" Axe questioned, tightening his grip on his pistol.


Bo turned back around and said, "Everyone, let's take this matter back to the castle. I have an explanation to give, and some things need to be set right. In the meantime, no one is to attack my son."


There was some unhappy grumbling from the assembled Mandalorians, but none dared to question their leader, and they began to break off and fly towards the fortress on their jetpacks, Axe giving Ezra one last glare before he donned his helmet and took off.


Once they were left alone, Bo lowered her forehead to press against Ezra's, both of them holding each other tightly, just as Sabine had done with her own mother. "I have missed you, my son," Bo said softly. "Then it is finished? Wren is dealt with?"


Ezra chuckled as he pulled his head back from her. "Well… Some things got confused for a bit, but yes, my mission is finished."


Bo raised an eyebrow at him and said, "Well, you'll have to explain it all to me later." She pulled away from him and tapped his orange chestplate before adding, "And… this as well." Ezra just chuckled in response and nodded to her, happy to be home.


Shortly later, Ezra stood next to his mother's throne, while she stood in front of it and gave a speech to the rest of the clan. "-and so, to conclude, my son is not a traitor. He never really was," she told them.


There was a short silence at the end, and then one of them, a woman with brown hair pulled back and two braided strands crossing in an "X" over her forehead, said, "So, what you're telling us is that your son, who we all thought had betrayed us to join the Empire for the last seven years, was actually just on a secret mission to hunt down another traitor Mandalorian?"


"That's correct, Koska," Bo agreed.


"But… why?" Axe asked, looking incredibly confused. "Why didn't you just tell us? Our clan could've done this together, and we never would've considered him Dar'manda. This seems like you went to a whole lot of unnecessary trouble just to get one of us to hunt down a single runaway Mando."


Nodding her head in understanding, Bo responded, "I know that it may seem… unorthodox, but we needed to infiltrate the Empire's ranks without arousing suspicion. I don't think it's any secret that the Empire's resources are far beyond our own, and Ezra needed them for his hunt. As for not telling you all, your reactions to his supposed betrayal needed to be real. We were trying to fool Gar Saxon, after all, not his idiot brother."


There was some more grumbling from the crowd, but it seemed to be much more agreeable now. Then, someone in the back called out, "Well, why does his armor look like that? He looks like he got high on some death sticks and decided to turn himself into a sunset!" There was a round of laughter from the assembled warriors, and Bo turned to raise an eyebrow at Ezra, gesturing with her head for him to come explain.


Ezra stepped forward slightly as his mother backed up, trading places with her. He cleared his throat and began, "Well, there's a long, complicated story for that, but the short version is that… Well, I didn't exactly kill Wren."


The room suddenly fell eerily silent. His mother shifted behind him and incredulously asked, "What? But I thought-"


"My mission was completed," Ezra explained, addressing the whole room. "But I did not kill Sabine Wren. Instead, I brought her before her family for judgment, and they accepted her back into the clan."


Hearing this, the assembly exploded into roars of outrage, appalled at the prospect of a traitor being forgiven for their crimes.


They only ceased as Bo fired a blaster into the ceiling. She then turned to Ezra, frowning, and said, "I know Ursa well. To be forgiving is not in her nature. What happened? Do we need to declare war?"


That last question made Ezra jolt in shock, and he quickly said, "No! No no! Just… no! Look, Sabine just made a very compelling case, okay? Apparently when she left years ago, it was a big misunderstanding. She was saving us all from an Imperial weapon that targeted Mandalorian beskar and superheated it!" He just managed to stop himself before he told them that Sabine had designed the weapon in question, feeling like the already angry crowd probably wouldn't be able to restrain themselves if they heard that.


After he'd described the danger of the weapon, however, the crowd began to quiet down and whisper amongst themselves, their heads turning around to look at each other in shock and horror as they imagined their primary tool being turned against them, just as the Mandalorians at the Wren Stronghold had done when informed of the same thing.


Once again, Ezra's mother silenced the room by firing one of her pistols into the air, then asked Ezra, "So Wren destroyed this weapon? Are there others like it? We must not allow them to exist."


Ezra nodded. "She destroyed it and wiped every trace of its data from the Imperial servers," he said with certainty. Not even a week ago, he wouldn't have been so positive of this fact, yet Sabine had said so, and he believed her. He trusted her more than he could've dreamed he ever would.


Bo nodded in acceptance and asked, "Then we don't need to kill her?"


Ezra's eyes narrowed in anger at the thought, and he once again addressed the entire room. "Let me make one thing clear," Ezra growled. "Anyone that even tries to hurt Sabine Wren will answer to me personally."


He continued to glare at them all, daring one of them to challenge him, but then his glare slowly faded when it received no argument and Ezra realized that they were all staring at him with matching looks of confusion and wariness on their faces, including his mother. "O…kay," Bo slowly managed to say, then told the whole group, "Meeting is adjourned. Everyone, dismissed."


The group quickly filed out of the room, but Bo stopped Ezra before he could follow them. "Ezra, what in the name of Mandalore just happened?" she asked.


Ezra just shrugged and looked after the departing Mandalorians. "I honestly have no idea," he admitted. "One minute I was fine, and the next… I just felt so angry."


Bo tilted her head at him, looking deep into his eyes like she was trying to read his soul. Eventually, she gave up and just shook her head. "Well, keep it under control," she said sternly. "And speaking of, while you were gone did you use the…"


She trailed off, but Ezra knew what she was talking about. Not wanting to worry her, he shook his head and said, "No, of course not."


Sensing his lie, Bo raised a threatening eyebrow at him until he admitted, "Well, maybe a little." Her face shifted one of concern, but Ezra quickly said, "Not very much, and not publicly! Just a little-"


"How many times?" Bo demanded.


"Just once or twice, both in the last week, ma'am," Ezra immediately answered.


His mother looked at him in a panicked sort of way, and Ezra quickly held up his hands and tried ro calm her. "But it was for good reason both times!" he insisted. "One was to save my mission and the other one was just me feeling around in other people's minds. Nothing too drastic. Although a Jedi did manage to figure out that I have it without even seeing me use it."


Bo reared back and asked, "What? A Jedi? Ahsoka?"


"Nope, no Aunt 'Sokas to speak of. The Jedi's name is Kanan Jarrus," Ezra said.


His mother had once had a good friend in a female Jedi that had helped her during the Siege of Mandalore: Ahsoka Tano. Ezra had never met the woman, being only two at the time of the Siege, but his mother had told him stories about how she was a one-woman army, tearing through rival Mandalorians like they weren't even a threat. When his mother had first met her, Ahsoka had apparently been surrounded by four Mandalorians at once, yet had killed them all before a single one could react. When he was a child, it was the legend of Ahsoka Tano that had almost made him want to grow up to be a Jedi, but now they didn't even know if she was still alive.


Bo frowned in response to his answer and said, "Kanan Jarrus. Never heard of him. Ah, well, it was a bit too much to hope to see Ahsoka again, I suppose. Now, go get that stuff cleaned off your armor and prepare yourself for dinner. We'll have a feast tonight to celebrate your return."


Ezra looked down at the orange and yellow painted plates of armor on his body, and found himself inexplicably unwilling to erase them. He then looked back to his mother and said, "Actually, I think I'll keep this paint job."


Bo looked back at him and scoffed. "The 'death sticks at sunset' look?" she questioned, referring to the Mandalorian soldier's earlier comment. "Don't be absurd. You'll be a walking target in those colors."


Ezra smiled and spread his arms as he slowly backed out of the room. "What can I say? I look good in orange!"


A Weird Dream
Chapter 12


A/N: Originally, this chapter was going to be a rewrite of the Season 3 episode entitled "An Inside Man", or Episode 10, but with Sabine filling Ezra's role on the mission. However, in the end the chapter was basically just the exact same thing as the original episode, so we're just gonna move on, real smooth-like, and get to the next part of the story. Enjoy!


Two months since Ezra left Atollon…


Ezra POV


The past couple months had been busy. Ezra had begun to anticipate an impending war with the Empire, so he'd spent every waking moment since coming home on working.


During the day, he helped his clan, putting extra emphasis on helping to increase their arsenals, maximize their firepower, and shore up their defenses.


In his free time, he prepared himself for a fight, working especially hard on his close-quarters and bladed combat, the areas where he was most lacking. His use of ranged weapons had been exceptional since his childhood, even from up close, to compensate for his inability to use the Force under any circumstances, but he had vulnerabilities when it came to fighting without those ranged weapons. Vulnerabilities that he intended to correct.


For most of the nighttime, Ezra would practice his use of the Force. Before each practice, he would meditate for an hour to trap his Force presence inside his own room, not wanting to damage anything outside it or to risk the Empire's Inquisitors sensing his presence.


Once he was sure that he was contained, he would do little practices, usually lifting various objects in his room, most commonly his helmet. Once a week, however, he gave himself a little challenge, such as removing everything from his belt and reorganizing it all into their individual pockets with only the Force.


Tonight, he had removed every piece of his armor and used the Force to reattach it to his bodysuit. It hadn't been easy. Using the Force for prolonged periods of time could be incredibly tiring, and right now Ezra felt exhausted as he collapsed on his bed after taking a shower to clean himself of his sweat.


Almost immediately after he shut his eyes, he was pulled into the realm of dreams, but the dream he had tonight was unlike anything he'd seen before. He saw flashing images pass over his view, and only snippets of sentences reached his ears.


He saw Kanan, holding his lightsaber to his side as he slowly approached Ezra with a glare on his face, his mask off and his eyes glowing an eerie green. Like it was speaking to him from the end of a long tunnel, he heard an unfamiliar voice say, "Ah, yes. You'll do nicely." He looked up at… a horrible, grotesque picture of a face he'd only seen in pictures, a woman he barely even remembered, wearing fine robes but with a line of blood drawn over her neck and eyes. Finally, he saw a man's face, veiled in shadow, turn to look at him, yellow eyes glowing in the darkness like they belonged to a demon, an image which was completed by a number of small horns sticking out on top of the man's head. His gaze made Ezra feel uneasy, even in a dream, and the shadowy man smiled at him without kindness or humor, simply a kind of sadistic delight. He raised one hand, the fingers slightly clenched together, and suddenly Sabine appeared from the fog of the dream, floating in the air and clutching at her throat desperately, yet not making a sound.


Ezra shot up in bed and reached out a hand to defend himself. Instantly, one of his pistols jumped to his hands and he pulled the trigger, blasting a hole in his wall right where he'd been sure that the demon had been a moment before, his sinister chuckle ringing in Ezra's ears.


He lowered his pistol after a moment, but he didn't relax his guard. Whatever he'd just seen was like no dream he'd ever experienced before. Adding that to the sheer number of disturbing images he'd seen in the dream, Ezra was sure that whatever it meant couldn't be good.


Suddenly, the door to his room opened, the lights came on, and his mother rushed in, both of her pistols drawn and wearing her helmet on her head, yet only her pajamas beneath her head. If she'd neglected to don the rest of her armor, Ezra knew that she'd come here in a hurry.


She quickly scanned the room with her pistols, but saw nothing and turned to Ezra. "I heard a blast," she explained. "What happened?"


Ezra sat up and responded, "It was me. Nightmare. Bad one."


Bo hesitantly holstered her pistols, then removed her helmet and came to sit by Ezra. "What was it?" Bo asked in concern.


Ezra put a hand to his head as he tried to remember the details. "Whatever it was, it felt so real. Kanan, the Jedi I mentioned a couple months ago, was there. He seemed a bit upset with me, and his eyes were glowing. Sabine… Wren was also there."


Next to him, his mother pursed her lips with clear disapproval. Since Ezra had come home, he had talked about Sabine more than anything else when asked what the past seven years had been like for him, but what did they expect? It had been his job to think about Sabine Wren at all hours of every single day for the entire time that he was gone. Perhaps his mother simply didn't understand how he had eventually become friends with her after being her enemy for so long. To be honest, Ezra still didn't entirely get that one himself.


Abruptly remembering the most crucial detail of the dream, Ezra added, "And… Maul. Maul was there."


He saw Bo tense up at the mention of the Zabrak. Once the ruler of all Mandalore, Maul was perhaps his mother's biggest frustration. He had been her enemy during the Siege of Mandalore, in which he had led an army of Mandalorians against his mother's forces in a massive civil war. Only the assistance of the Republic Clone Army and the Jedi Ahsoka Tano had helped her to prevail against him to retake the planet, but he hadn't been killed by the Republic or the Jedi, only captured.


They hadn't seen him since, but his mother refused to admit that Maul had died until it was confirmed. Now, Ezra was confirming her worst fear instead. And if half of what Bo had told her son about him was true, Maul's significance to Ezra was even greater than to her.


"Where was he?" Bo asked.


"I… have no idea," Ezra admitted. "It could've been anywhere."


Bo nodded her head, looking down in thought, and stayed silent for another moment.


The image of Sabine being harmed by Maul floated back to the forefront of Ezra's mind, and he said, "I have to go. I need to help them."


His mother looked back at him warningly. "Ezra, do not imagine that you can fight Maul, if your dream was even anything more than just that, a dream. Maul is too powerful for any single warrior to defeat."


Ezra glared back at her and argued, "You told me that Ahsoka did. And so did… you know. Him. He did it several times."


Bo shook her head. "That was different. They were Jedi. We're just Mandalorians, and I've fought Maul one on one before myself, if you could even call it a fight. He didn't even need to try to defeat me."


Ezra put a hand on her shoulder and told her, "All the same, I need to go warn Sab… the rebels. If Maul's coming for them, they need to be ready. And if it becomes a fight… Well, I'm not a Jedi, but I'm not just your average Mandalorian either."


Bo lowered her head and sighed out with worry. "If you must go, I cannot go with you. I am busy here, and I would prefer to wait for Maul to come to us, but if you must go, you must promise to return. You are the greatest hunter in our clan, but I fear that that will not be enough for you to fight Maul."


Ezra stood and pulled her up with him before he touched his forehead to hers. "I will return, mother. Maul has no power that could keep me from coming home once again." He stayed there for a few more seconds, then grabbed his armor case and carried it out of the room.


He left the castle, careful not to disturb anyone else in their sleep, and boarded the Absolution before taking off, setting his course for Atollon.


Sabine POV


At the Rebel base on Atollon, Sabine and the rest of the Ghost crew examined a map for one of their planned targets, a strike on an Imperial weapons factory on the planet of Lothal.


Hera was saying, "Before we attack the factory, I want to do a full recon. There's no need for a full squadron, a small team should be able to handle it. Sabine and Zeb, I'm going to send the two of you in there to first scout out the Empire's orbital defenses… Sabine, would you care to join the briefing?"


Hera had paused when she'd noticed Sabine's gaze starting to wander, her mind getting distracted by the thought of how she could recreate a certain shade of bright blue that she loved to use in a painting. Upon getting called out by Hera, Sabine quickly snapped herself out of it. "Right, sorry. You were saying something about… Puffer pigs?" she said, taking a wild guess.


Hera rolled her eyes and Zeb scowled at her. "No, she was talking about weapons. Significantly more dangerous ones than a puffer pig. Since when do you get distracted while talking about weapons?"


Sabine shook her head and said, "I'm sorry! I just have a lot on my mind."


"Well, clear it up, because we have a job to do here, and there's no do-overs," Rex told her.


Sabine nodded her head in agreement and tried to pay attention to the briefing, but suddenly Kanan's head perked up and he looked around like he was hearing someone calling his name from far away.


"What now?" Hera asked irritably, annoyed that her planning was getting sidetracked by something else.


Kanan held up a hand for silence, and stood frozen for a moment like he was listening. Everyone remained still while they waited, trusting the Jedi's instincts. After some time, Kanan turned back to them and said, "We have a visitor."


Shortly after he said that, there was the distant sound of a ship exiting hyperspace, and then a familiar Kom'rk fighter flew down through the clouds towards their base.


Sabine beamed at the sight and said, "Ezra!" She hadn't seen her friend in months, but she had no doubt that the approaching ship was the Absolution.


Commander Sato turned to frown at Hera. "The Mandalorian? I thought we were done with him."


Hera sighed and shook her head in response. "Clearly, that's not the case. I just hope he isn't here to ask for help. We have our hands full as it is."


Kanan chuckled as he saw Sabine run towards the ship's designated landing zone, just outside the base perimeter, and he calmly strolled after her, saying, "If he is, have fun convincing Sabine that we can't give him anything."


Shortly later, Sabine arrived at the ship and watched as the ramp lowered, revealing Ezra Kryze as he walked down it. Sabine was pleasantly surprised to find him still wearing his armor with her paint job done on it. Smirking, she approached him and gestured with her head at his armor, asking, "What, couldn't find a way to clean that paint off?"


"No, it sticks like nothing I've ever seen," Ezra responded jokingly as he walked off the ramp to stand in front of her.


As Sabine chuckled, Kanan arrived and greeted, "Ezra! We weren't expecting you, but it's good to see you."


Ezra removed his helmet, placing it under his arm, and responded, "Unfortunately, I'm not just here to visit. I think you guys might be in danger, and I came to warn you."


Kanan crossed his arms over his chest and asked, "What's the threat?"


"So, long story short, last night I had a dream," Ezra quickly explained. "But, like, a weird dream, and my mother told me about how Force-wielders have mind-sorcery, so we're a little concerned that maybe the dream is… something more. Like a vision of some sort."


Kanan stroked his beard and said, "Some Jedi were known to receive premonitions, warnings of future possibilities. Alright, Ezra, we're listening, but remember that these visions aren't always reliable."


Ezra took a deep breath and said, "So, Sabine will know this one, but you probably won't. The most disturbing detail of the dream was that I saw this guy named Maul. He was a big deal on Mandalore-"


"I know Maul," Kanan cut him off, bitterness in his voice.


Ezra was surprised. "Wait, you know him? How do you…"


Kanan reached up and removed his mask, pointing at the scar across his eyes. "Not even a year ago, I wasn't blind. Then I met Maul."


Ezra processed this statement and quietly said, "I… I'm sorry, Kanan. I didn't know."


Kanan sighed and put his mask back on. "It's okay," he said. "I just wanted you to know that we have some experience with Maul. Last we saw him was on the planet Malachor, where he blinded me and I threw him off a hundred-foot-tall pyramid. I should've known that he wouldn't have died from that."


Ezra blinked in surprise and some admiration and started to say, "So you defeated him right after…" He shook his head and said, "Nevermind. The point is, I saw Maul, and I also saw both of you, clearly in danger of some sort, so I came here to warn you guys."


Just then, they heard a voice from above them say, "Really? Then I'm afraid that you came for nothing."


They all looked up in sync to see, to their shock, Maul himself standing above them on top of Ezra's ship.


In an instant, Kanan had drawn and ignited his lightsaber and both Sabine and Ezra directed their pistols at the former Sith Lord. However, Maul just waved his hand, and Sabine and Ezra's weapons were pulled from their hands, leaving only Kanan holding a weapon, and smiled at them as he taunted, "You young Mandalorians need to learn to respect your master."


Ezra reacted quickly, firing a grappling line at Maul's legs, but the Zabrak simply waved his hand and pushed it away from himself. Retracting the line, Ezra instead raised his other vambrace and fired a jet of flame towards the Sith, who jumped down from the ship to avoid it and landed with a clang on his metal legs.


Then, to Sabine's surprise, one of Ezra's pistols flew back to his hand before he directed it at Maul's head and fired. The blast singed one of Maul's horns as he barely managed to dodge the unexpected blast, then he stretched out a hand and raised Ezra into the air with the Force. "A Force-sensitive Mandalorian," Maul exclaimed in awe as Ezra clutched at his throat, desperately trying to draw air.


Kanan directed his lightsaber blade at Maul and ordered, "Maul! Release him!"


To their whole group's shock, Maul immediately obeyed, dropping Ezra back to the ground. Sabine quickly ran over to him and helped him to his feet.


Maul then turned to face Kanan and said, "Luckily for you, Master Jedi, I am not here for a fight. I am here because I require your assistance."


Keeping his lightsaber between himself and Maul, Kanan argued, "Yeah, I don't think so. Last time I tried to work with you, I lost my sight. I'm sure that whatever you have in mind this time would leave me even worse off."


Maul looked over to Ezra, who was still massaging his throat, and smiled. "Well, then perhaps I could use the assistance of your new apprentice here instead."


"I'm no one's apprentice, horn-head," Ezra spat at him, his gaze filled with loathing. As he spoke, he surged forward, clearly intent on attacking Maul physically, but Sabine quickly pressed against his chestplate, keeping him back before he got himself hurt.


Maul, completely unfazed by Ezra's insult, said, "Really? This Jedi hasn't scooped you up yet? Very well, then you can be my apprentice. As your ruler, I command you to accompany me."


With that, Maul turned to leave, his hands clasped behind his back, but Kanan stepped forward angrily and said, "Ezra's not going anywhere with you! None of us are!"


Maul turned back around and responded, "Oh? Then perhaps I should simply use this." He raised a small trigger device in his hand as he ended his sentence.


"What's that supposed to be?" Sabine asked forcefully.


Maul looked down at it and answered, "This, my dear, is a homing beacon that will broadcast the location of this base to the Empire, destroying your great secret with the mere push of a button."


At this, Sabine and Kanan looked at each other with worry. Unless Maul was bluffing, which they doubted, they couldn't afford for him to press that button. They were in the middle of planning a big operation right now, and they couldn't afford to need to relocate, especially with how difficult it had been for them to find this base.


Suddenly, Ezra stepped forward and said, "I'll do it."


Sabine looked at him in shock, and Kanan exclaimed, "No, Ezra! You don't know how dangerous this guy is! You can't trust him!"


"I know better than you, Kanan," Ezra responded cryptically. "And I don't trust him. But if me helping him with his problem keeps your base's location safe, I have to do what I can."


Maul grinned and told Kanan, "There, you see, Master Jedi? Some people can be reasonable. Now, if you would, I shall also require your Jedi holocron, as you refused to help me acquire the Sith one from Malachor."


Sabine looked at Kanan questioningly, hoping that he would step in and do something to keep Ezra from going with Maul, but instead Kanan simply deactivated his lightsaber and clenched his teeth as he said, "Fine."


He began to walk away, heading towards the Ghost, and Sabine looked at Ezra for a moment before she followed after the Jedi.


She caught up to him in his quarters aboard the ship, and angrily exclaimed, "Really, Kanan? You're just giving in to Maul's demands? When Ezra's life could be at stake?"


Kanan grabbed his holocron, a small cube that stored information on it, from a hidden compartment under his bed and held it up. He then held it in his hand, his palm open to lay flat, and the holocron began to float. The edges floated off of it, opening to reveal a bright blue light shining within, and Kanan used his other hand to grab a small device from his belt before he inserted it into the open cube, which then closed before Kanan grabbed it from the air.


"I'm not giving in," Kanan reassured Sabine. "I don't trust Maul, but we won't be able to stop him from leaving here with Ezra, not while he has that beacon here. So instead, I'm going to give him what he wants, and then with this tracker I've just put inside the holocron, we'll follow them to wherever they're going and help Ezra out of there."


Hesitantly nodding in understanding, Sabine said, "Fine. Just… We'll have to be quick. I don't… want to lose Ezra."


Kanan placed a hand on her shoulder as he walked by. "Neither do I. And we won't. I promise, I'm not losing anything else to this monster."


Dark Magic
Chapter 13


Ezra POV


The day had started out hopeful, but had quickly become miserable.


Despite the ominous nature of the dream that had inspired his trip, Ezra had been happy to get an excuse to visit Sabine, having missed her company over the past couple months. Then, only shortly after he'd arrived, his vision had started to come true. Seeing Maul for the first time in his life right after seeing him in some trippy dream had to be more than a coincidence, and the memory of the rest of the dream had caused Ezra to volunteer to go with his hated enemy before either Kanan or Sabine could get involved, determined to keep the two of them from harm. However, Maul's presence was even more disturbing than he had imagined.


Mostly because he wouldn't shut up.


"So tell me, apprentice," Maul said as he flew them down towards a planet that was a dark red, almost like blood. To Ezra's annoyance, Maul had insisted on calling him "apprentice" ever since he had mentioned that he had no master, uncaring of how many times Ezra insisted that he was not, on fact, Maul's apprentice. "what brought you to the one called Kanan Jarrus? Reputation? Power?" Maul asked.


Ezra lied back in his chair aboard Maul's own personal Kom'rk, the Nightbrother. "I have no intention of answering your questions, creature," Ezra responded, crossing his arms over his chest and refusing to look at Maul.


Maul brought their ship in to land and said, "Is that so? Well, I think that you will soon change your mind. There is much that I could teach you." As he set the ship down, he and Ezra both stood and exited down the ramp.


"Sounds good," Ezra said. "First thing I want you to teach me is what color you bleed. Can we begin the lesson now?"


Maul chuckled at him and commented, "Ah, yes. You'll do nicely."


Recognizing the phrase, Ezra stumbled for a moment and asked, "What?"


"Oh, nothing," Maul said innocently as he led Ezra towards a large cave opening. "Just saying that you will make a fine apprentice to me one day. You have such anger, and I can sense your power. And a Mandalorian, no less. Yes, you'll do quite nicely indeed."


Ezra lowered his head as they were consumed by the darkness of the cave and groaned, "By the Manda, please shut up. If you keep talking about me being your apprentice, I'm gonna-"


He broke off as they walked into a big, open space within the cave, lit only by the light of candles along the walls and with a large stone table in the middle, a tall ceramic pitcher and two smaller ceramic drinking glasses on it. What was most surprising about this scene, however, was a picture that hung against the back wall, the same picture that Ezra had seen in his dream. It was of the Mandalorian former Duchess Satine Kryze, wearing royal robes, but blood had been drawn in jagged lines over her eyes and neck.


Unfortunately, Maul didn't know that that picture had a bigger meaning to Ezra, who looked at it in revulsion. "What is this place?" he asked, looking around to see several more relics surrounding him. Some were weapons, trophies, and many of them seemed to be Mandalorian. There were several Mandalorian helmets in black with red outlines and horns on top of the head, clearly meant to evoke Maul's own appearance.


"This planet is my home, Dathomir," Maul answered. "Once, it was also home to my kin, but now I am the last survivor. Yet the Nightsisters once lived here. Masterful witches they were, and now we require their power to achieve our goal."


After Maul finished explaining, Ezra turned back and noticed one relic in particular, standing in a place of honor atop a stand right below the painting of the Duchess. It was a thin, rectangular blade hilt with a hand guard and an emitter at the end, clearly a lightsaber of some sort, but one unlike any other, as Ezra immediately recognized. Of all the things in this room, that weapon was by far the most interesting. It was the greatest and most famous Mandalorian relic in their history.


Stepping forward with the intent to liberate it, his wrist was suddenly seized by Maul's hand. "Touch nothing, apprentice," Maul ordered. "These relics are offerings to the spirits of the Nightsisters to appease them as we use their magic. We must not disturb the sacrifices."


Ezra forcefully pulled his hand away from Maul's grip and pointed at the lightsaber hilt as he argued, "That one is no offering. It's not to be given away! Do you even know-"


"It is the Darksaber, indeed," Maul interrupted him. "And yes, it is quite the weapon, but next to the goal I have in mind… It is nothing. Now, come. We must begin the ritual."


Ezra scowled at Maul's dismissal of the Darksaber, but nevertheless followed Maul back to the table as he began to pour from the pitcher into the two glasses. As he saw Ezra step forward, Maul tried to ease his mind by saying, "If you move quickly, perhaps you can take the Darksaber when you leave. But you must stay ahead of the Nightsisters. They will not want to let you take it, and they will not be stopped."


Ezra rolled his eyes and said, "Thanks, but that's not how it works. It must be won, as you should know."


"I know quite well," Maul responded, then set down the pitcher and offered one of the glasses to Ezra, who took it as Maul explained, "Now, apprentice, we must both drink this potion together, all of it, but first you must open the holocron, and we will place it between us to absorb the power of the Nightsisters' magic."


Ezra pulled Kanan's holocron, which looked like just some glass cube, from one of his pouches at his belt and brought it forward. He looked up at Maul for a moment, then used both hands to try to pry the holocron open. He used all his strength, but he quickly found that it would not budge.


"No, apprentice!" Maul chastised him. "You must use the Force!"


Ezra rolled his eyes and said, "Well, that might've been good to know beforehand." He held it out in his open palm and began one of his practices, reaching out to the cube with his senses. Soon, he saw one edge rotate around with a small click, and then the other edges began to do the same, until they all floated off and the holocron began to glow.


Ezra's eyes widened at the sight, but Maul just smirked and used the Force himself to make the now-open holocron float into the air between them and above their heads. He then held up his own glass of the potion and toasted Ezra before he began to drain it all down.


Quickly removing his helmet, Ezra followed his lead, making sure to drink every last bit of the potion in his glass, which thankfully tasted like absolutely nothing.


Seconds after, though, he began to feel woozy. Maul gripped his head and whispered, "It's working!"


He closed his eyes and opened them once more, and now his eyes were glowing a bright green. Ezra's vision became blurred, and he had a feeling that his own eyes had changed to green as well. Suddenly, wisps of green mist began to float out of both Ezra and Maul's eyes to connect to the holocron above them, which began to glow green as well as the light within it was touched by the mist.


Both Ezra and Maul looked up at the light above them, and Maul called out desperately, "Where is he?!" Ezra didn't know what Maul was talking about, but he saw the answer to his question revealed, as an image of an unfamiliar planet with two suns appeared in the light above him.


The light only lasted for a short moment, and then the lights all died down, both in the holocron and in the pair's eyes, fading into nothing. After it was over, Maul looked about wildly and murmured to himself, "Of course! It ends where it began. A desert planet with two suns."


While Maul was distracted, Ezra crept behind his back, picking up the fallen holocron on the way, and grabbed his lightsaber from off his belt, then activated it and held the blade next to Maul's throat. "Yeah, that's great, buddy," Ezra said as Maul froze under the threat of decapitation. "But now that we're done here, I think your time is up."


Just then, they began to hear whispers from all around them, echoing through the cave. Listening closely, Ezra heard what they were saying. "Pay our due!" several female voices rasped.


Still not seeing the threat, Ezra asked Maul, "What is this?" Maul looked around with fear, apparently more concerned by the voices than by the lightsaber at his throat. "The Nightsisters require payment for us using their magic," Maul said.


Ezra gestured over at the shrine across the room and asked, "I thought that your sacrifices were supposed to do that!"


Maul shook his head. "The shrine was only the start. The price they desire now is our flesh and blood."


From out of the altar next to them, two green female figures rose, their forms made of swirling mist as they went right through the solid surface of the table. Realizing that the spirits of the Nightsisters were clearly hostile, Ezra rushed forward and slashed Maul's lightsaber through one of them, but it did nothing to harm it.


"The weapons of the living cannot harm these spirits!" Maul warned him, and they both began to back up, trying to put distance between themselves and the spirits. "Pay our due!" both spirits howled again.


Just then, Ezra heard a familiar voice call out, "Ezra!"


Tensing up in concern, Ezra turned around to see Sabine and Kanan rushing into the room, their weapons out and directed at the Nightsisters. He didn't know how they'd found him here, but now wasn't the time to figure it out. Kanan held his lightsaber protectively in front of himself and Sabine attempted to shoot the spirits with her pistols, and Ezra tried to warn them, "Sabine! Kanan! You need to get out of here!"


But his warning came too late, as the two spirits flew towards Ezra's friends. Sabine continued shooting as one of them approached her, but her blasts went right through its smoky form, and Sabine let out one final scream before the spirit went inside her, and she fell limply to the ground. Kanan quickly deactivated his lightsaber and caught her before she could collapse, but the other spirit put its hands on his head and slowly faded into his body.


Then, both he and Sabine walked slowly forward and kneeled in front of the altar, leaving Ezra concerned about what had happened to them. He began to approach them, but Maul placed a warning hand on his chest.


A moment later, Kanan's head rose, and he used one hand to remove his mask from his face, then opened his eyes to reveal an eerie green light pouring from them. He smirked at Ezra and Maul, then quickly drew his lightsaber and attacked them.


In an instant, Maul's lightsaber flew out of Ezra's hand and back into Maul's, which he then used to fend off Kanan's attacks, which pushed him backwards towards the opening of the cave.


Ezra turned back to Sabine, who opened her own eyes to reveal the same green glow, the same pleased smirk. Ezra hesitantly asked, "Sabine? Are you in there?"


She hesitated for only a moment, then suddenly leapt towards him with her arms outstretched and tackled him. After a moment of fighting her off, Ezra managed to push her back, then drew one of his pistols and shot a stunning blast at her. To his surprise, the blast hit her but seemed to do nothing. She simply smiled at him and said in the Nightsister's voice, "Your weapons are weak against us, fool!"


She then charged at him again, but Ezra activated his jetpack just before she collided with him, giving him the momentum needed to throw her back instead. She crashed into the shrine behind the altar, then fell down on the ground as the various sacrifices fell down on top of her. Ezra winced at the thought of hurting her, but he silently promised to return once he'd found a way out of this situation.


He ran off into the cave and found Maul, still deflecting strikes from Kanan. Ezra fired a grappling line from his left vambrace, wrapping it around Kanan's legs, then pulled, tripping the possessed Jedi onto the ground. Ezra then ran to stand by Maul and warned, "You better not hurt him!"


Maul simply turned and began to run towards the cave opening, saying, "Come with me! I will show you how to save your friends!"


Ezra looked back at Kanan, who was just managing to extricate himself from the grappling line, and decided that he had no choice but to follow Maul.


Donning his helmet, Ezra ran after the former Sith, and they both stopped just outside the cave entrance, then turned to see Kanan following closely behind them. The Jedi held his lightsaber out to his side as he slowly approached them, but he stopped before he could exit the cave.


"They're trapped inside," Ezra murmured to himself.


Beside him, Maul nodded. "The altar is the source of their power. They cannot venture beyond the cave entrance. I am sorry about your friends, apprentice, but this is your opportunity to-"


"No!" Ezra cut him off. "They came here to help me, and we're not leaving until they can leave too. You say the spirits can't leave the cave, well my friends can!" As he said that last word, Ezra reached out towards Kanan, still standing in the entrance of the cave, and latched onto his body with the Force, trying to pull him forward.


The spirit inside Kanan, quickly realizing what Ezra was doing, dropped his lightsaber and began struggling to stay inside the cave, using all of Kanan's strength to fight the pull of Ezra's power. Knowing that he was outmatched with his small amount of training, Ezra growled back to Maul, "Help me!"


Not wasting a moment, Maul reached out a hand as well and began to pull against Kanan, his own power quickly turning the tide of the fight in their favor.


As it lost its grip, the spirit inside Kanan screamed out, "No! No!" as it was pulled forcefully out of the cave by the two Force-wielders. It was a bit odd to see Kanan's mouth speaking with the voice of a Nightsister, but Ezra didn't let that thought faze him as he gave one last pull that finally brought Kanan out of the cave.


As soon as he was past the cave entrance, Kanan's body began to twitch and shake before the ghostly Nightsister was pulled out of his body, launching back into the safety of the cave and leaving Kanan lying on the ground, seemingly exhausted.


Both of them breathing hard from the effort, Maul placed a hand on Ezra's shoulder and said, "Very impressive, apprentice. Believe it or not, your loyalty and dedication to your underlings is something that I admire."


"They're not my underlings," Ezra argued. "Now come on. Sabine's still in there. She may or may not be injured from when I fought her earlier, but either way, she should be easier than Kanan."


Maul's eyes shined as they reentered the cave and he said, "Really? You harmed your friend? That level of discipline requires… a certain strength that I hadn't known to expect from you, apprentice."


Venturing back towards the altar, Ezra responded, "Well, it wasn't easy, but I'm a Mandalorian. I'm used to making tough decisions, and I know to defend myself when I'm attacked, no matter what."


Above them, he suddenly heard the voice of a Nightsister call out, "Defend from this!"


He spun around to see Sabine jumping down towards him from atop a stone pillar, and she was wielding the Darksaber in her hand. She must have grabbed it from the shrine, Ezra realized just before she fell on him. She brought the Darksaber down towards his head, but Ezra brought up one of his vambraces to knock the blade aside instead. The beskar of his armor would protect him from any momentary attack, even a lightsaber for a short period of time, and the Darksaber's blade bounced off his arm before Ezra disarmed her of the weapon in the next second.


However, the Nightsister remained unfazed by losing her weapon, and used Sabine's exceptional skill to knee Ezra in the stomach, punch him across the face, and then kick him backwards onto the ground, all in quick succession before Ezra could react.


As he climbed back to his feet, he saw Maul step up between him and Sabine, saying, "Watch and learn, apprentice." Maul then smiled over his shoulder at Ezra as he raised a hand and used the Force to effortlessly raise Sabine into the air by her throat as she struggled and gasped for air.


Quickly climbing to his feet, Ezra yelled, "Maul! Let her go!"


Maul turned to face Ezra but did not release Sabine. "Why?" he asked. "What you see before you is no longer your friend, merely a witch pretending to be her. Yet your friend is even more dangerous herself, for she is a weakness to you, my apprentice. Let go of your past! Let go of your memories! Let go of your attachments! Let me kill the girl, and I will teach you to wield power you can't even imagine! We can be great together, Ezra. As partners. As friends. As brothers."


Ezra didn't even hesitate to respond, simply repeating in a dangerous voice, "Drop her, Maul. Now."


Maul growled with annoyance, then eased his fingers up and dropped Sabine to the ground. The spirit immediately began to cough for air, then looked up and smirked once more. Suddenly, the spirit floated out of Sabine's body, unceremoniously causing her to fall over on her side, and the spirit dived towards Ezra, who tensed up in apprehension, but just before it could touch him, Ezra heard a hissing sound coming from behind him, and then the spirit dispersed into nothingness with a wail.


Ezra turned to see what the hissing had been, and he found Maul plunging his lightsaber into the altar, which was surrounded by a green glow that slowly faded away as the magic of the Nightsisters seemed to be destroyed.


Seeing Sabine stir beside him, Ezra went to her and helped her into a sitting position.


Maul deactivated his lightsaber, clipping the hilt to his belt, and said, "It is done. The Nightsisters are no more. And good riddance."


Disgusted that he could react so coldly towards his own people, Ezra glared at him and asked, "Do you care about anyone?"


"I did once, and it brought me only loss and heartache," Maul admitted. He then turned to face Ezra and asked, "But what did I do to you, my apprentice? I can feel your anger… No, your loathing. You hate me. Why?"


"You brought Mandalore to ruin-" Ezra began, but Maul cut him off.


"No. That is what I did to Mandalore, but you hate me especially. What did I do to you?"


Ezra hesitated for a moment, then admitted, "You killed my mother."


Maul silently looked back at him, then shrugged. "I've killed many mothers," he said, then walked away towards the exit, calling behind him, "Until we meet again, apprentice."


Ezra glared after the Zabrak as he disappeared into the shadows, then tried to help Sabine to her feet, but she still seemed to be disoriented. She was barely able to get her feet beneath her, and he began to help her out of the cave.


As they passed through the cave opening, they found that Kanan had seated himself on a nearby rock. He groaned when he saw them and pulled himself to his feet. "Ezra, this is why you don't work with Maul," he said.


Ezra just nodded and tossed Kanan's mask back to him, which he caught and put back on his face. He then also tossed Kanan his holocron as he pulled Sabine into the Phantom II and said, "Here's your tracker back, Kanan. And one more thing… Don't ever try to track me again."


Kanan chuckled as he climbed back into the ship as well. "Understood."


Diverging Paths
Chapter 14


Sabine POV


Back at Chopper Base on Atollon, Sabine walked into the command center wearing a grumpy expression on her face and let out a yell as she kicked the nearest rock, sending it flying off the cliff edge.


Hera, leaning over a hologram, looked back at her and raised an eyebrow. "So… I'm gonna go out on a limb here and say that something's upsetting you," she said.


Sabine folded her arms across her chest in anger and said, "I don't want to talk about it."


Hera returned her gaze to her hologram, wanting to resume her planning, and responded, "Well we both know that's not true, because if it were, you wouldn't be in here, so you're going to tell me what's going on with you, even though-"


"It's Ezra!" Sabine huffed out angrily.


Hera rolled her eyes. "Oh, boy. What'd he do now? Did he go after Maul again?"


"Worse," Sabine stated, "because at least that would make some sort of sense. He's trying to… leave again."


Hera finally tore her gaze away from her hologram and sighed sadly at Sabine, saying, "Look, Sabine. I'm sorry, but if he says that he's got to go, then I'm sure that he has other places he needs to be. Not wants, needs. Look at me and Kanan. No matter what we feel for each other, our responsibilities come first."


Shortly after Ezra had left Atollon the first time a couple months ago, Hera had found Sabine failing to paint, indicating that she was deeply distracted, and Sabine had told her about her… confused feelings towards Ezra. Luckily, Hera had some experience in dealing with such feelings and had been able to comfort her, but neither of them wanted Sabine to go through that depressed phase again.


"I just don't get why he comes here for a day, barely talks to me and focuses on business and how he's trying to protect me, then just wants to take off again. I'm worried… What if he doesn't like spending time with me?" Sabine asked wearily. She was tired of worrying about this, about how Ezra might not like her in the way that she liked him. She thought that she might like-like him, yet she couldn't even tell if he really considered her to be a friend. Perhaps his old habits simply made it impossible for him to really enjoy her company, yet she trusted him in ways unlike anything she had with even the people in either of her two families.


That was another thing that had been bugging her. "On Dathomir yesterday, I heard him say that Maul killed his mother," Sabine said.


"That's terrible," Hera responded sympathetically.


Sabine just shook her head. "But for some reason, I always assumed that his mother was alive before I heard that. He said that she gave him the jaig eyes on his helmet, and my mother said that she 'knew' her, but I guess that I just assumed that she was still alive before. That was stupid of me. Mandalorians don't typically have a long life expectancy. He's leaving again, and I still barely know him."


Hearing that, Hera remained silent for a moment before she sighed out, "Sabine, I think Ezra's path is already determined, and now you need to find out what you're going to do. But after you decide, just know that we'll be here for you whenever you need us, and I know you'll do the same."


Sabine paused and hesitantly asked, "Are you… telling me to go with him?"


"I'm telling you to do what you think is right, Sabine," Hera responded. "I trust your moral compass, and I know that you'll make the right decision here. The Rebellion can use you, but if your people are anything like you, I imagine that they'll be at war with the Empire long before we are. Maybe… you can help them, then bring them back with you to help us."


Sabine huffed and crossed her arms over her chest. "It really sounds like you're telling me to go with him. What if you guys need me while I'm gone? If I'm in the middle of a war, I won't be able to rush back to help you."


Hera stepped forward and placed her hands on Sabine's shoulders. "We always need you, Sabine, but we're not your only family anymore. Maybe your other one needs you more right now. Or, who knows? Maybe you need them more than us right now."


She then hugged Sabine tightly for a few seconds before she turned back to her hologram. "Now, I need to get back to work. Make your choice, because Ezra plans to leave today. When you've chosen, Ezra is currently about one kilometer west, training with Kanan."


Sabine stayed frozen for another moment, then turned to exit the command center. As she walked away, she turned back to Hera and said, "Thanks, Hera. For everything."


Ezra POV


While Kanan used his lightsaber in their spar, Ezra used a long knife and his personal combat energy shield. Kanan's weapon gave him the advantage of reach, but Ezra had more options with his own choice of weapons.


However, Kanan had one other advantage, one that gave him a significant edge.


Groaning as he climbed back to his feet, Ezra complained, "Using the Force is totally cheating."


Kanan directed his blade at Ezra with one hand, his other arm tucked behind his back as he used Form II, whatever that meant. "I'm not doing anything you can't do, Ezra," Kanan said. "If you used the Force yourself, you could make yourself stronger, faster, more agile. You're choosing to lose."


"First of all, using the Force is tiring. Second, I'm fighting with all the skill of the strongest warriors in the galaxy, so I think I'll just stick with what I know," Ezra said as he got himself back in a defensive position.


Kanan swung at Ezra with his lightsaber, forcing him to deflect it with his shield. "Well, first, your ability to use the Force will increase with practice, just like any skill you've learned to apply in combat, and thankfully you seem to be a good learner," Kanan argued back. "And second, you're not fighting like the strongest warriors in the galaxy, you're fighting like a Mandalorian, meaning you're holding back."


Ezra frowned and asked, "How is it that you can insult my entire race and compliment me in the same sentence?"


While Ezra was distracted, Kanan feinted with his lightsaber before he spun around and tripped Ezra by sweeping his legs out from under him by sticking out one of his own long legs and using the Force to increase the speed of his movement, once more sending Ezra tumbling to the ground.


Ezra once more let out a grunt as his helmeted face made contact with the ground, and then he heard Sabine's voice call out, "You know, you're not the first Mandalorian that Kanan has put in their place despite all our training. While you've got your vambraces, I advise you to use them."


Ezra looked up as Sabine approached him and offered him a hand. After a moment's hesitation in which he looked up at her beautiful, smiling face, temporarily becoming distracted by it, he took her proffered hand and she pulled him to his feet.


He dusted himself off as he said, "Well, this is supposed to be training without all my toys, as your Jetii friend insisted. Otherwise I think that this would be going very differently."


Sabine smiled at him and reached down into a satchel hanging at her side. "Well, maybe this will even it up a little," she said as she pulled a small metallic item from inside the bag.


Ezra looked down at what she was offering to him, and he tensed in sudden trepidation. The item she was offering him was the Darksaber hilt.


He quickly reached up and closed her hand around it, adamantly saying, "No."


Sabine's smile fell as he denied her offering, and she asked, "What? Why not?"


Ezra shook his head. "That weapon… You know what it means. And it's not a gift to be given."


Intrigued, Kanan walked forward and asked, "What is it?" He took the Darksaber from Sabine and held it up in his hand. "Hmm. A lightsaber, but not like any I'm familiar with."


"That's because this is the Darksaber," Ezra explained. "An ancient weapon that dates back to Tarre Vizsla, the first and only recorded Mandalorian ever inducted into your Jedi Order. After his death, it was kept in the Jedi Temple until members of his clan stole it back and used it to lead Mandalore and strike down its enemies. Ever since that time, it has been the ultimate symbol of Mandalorian power and leadership, which is why… Maul had it."


Ezra turned to face Sabine, and she grimaced as she admitted, "Yeah, I took it from Dathomir. So what? We couldn't have left it back in that old cave."


"You can't just pick it up, Sabine."


"Clearly, I can," Sabine argued, looking to Kanan for support, but he remained focused on the workmanship of the Darksaber's hilt.


"I didn't know that the Mandalorians made a kind of lightsaber," the Jedi admitted.


"We didn't," Ezra said, glaring at the weapon with anger. "This thing is one of a kind. But that's not the point. You can't just pick it up and suddenly own it. It must be won from the previous wielder."


"Well, technically you defeated me while I was using it on Dathomir," Sabine said as she took it back from Kanan.


Panicked at what she was insinuating, Ezra growled, "I didn't beat you! You weren't even really in there, and Maul incapacitated the spirit. The Darksaber isn't mine, and that's the end of it!"


Both Sabine and Kanan were shocked at his sudden outburst, but Ezra couldn't find it in himself to really care. He had no intentions of ever wielding that blade.


Ezra took a deep breath to calm himself and turned to face Kanan. "Thank you for the spar, Master Jedi, but I think it's time that I got going. I have a war to prepare for."


Ezra began to walk off, too upset to even give them a proper farewell, but Sabine suddenly called out, "Wait!" and Ezra immediately stopped and turned back to face her.


Sabine stepped over to Kanan and said, "Kanan, I… I'm going with him."


Ezra's eyes widened beneath his helmet at her claim. He hadn't expected her to want to go with him, but he knew that that was what he had heard her say. Looking down at where Sabine had now clipped the Darksaber to her belt, he wasn't entirely sure that he wanted her to, despite how much he enjoyed her presence. He didn't enjoy the idea of going anywhere with that cursed blade, but he also couldn't bring himself to protest Sabine's desire to accompany him.


To his further surprise, Kanan just smiled at Sabine and said, "I figured you would." He then turned to face Ezra and requested, "Take care of her."


"She doesn't need me to, but I will," Ezra instantly responded, and Sabine smiled at him before she moved in to embrace Kanan tightly. Ezra gave them their emotional moment, then Sabine pulled back after a few seconds and walked over to Ezra.


As she passed by him, she placed a hand on his shoulder and quietly said, "I'm going to grab my gear from the base, then I'll meet you at your ship."


Ezra nodded in acceptance, and she began to run back towards the rebel base. Ezra turned back to face Kanan and said, "I'm sure this won't be easy for you, but I'll take care of her."


Kanan folded his arms across his chest, saying, "If what I can feel coming from both of you is any indication, I think you'll take care of each other. For what lies ahead of you, you'll have to work together and trust one another, but both of you are too proud to admit it when you need help. You'll have to rely on the Force to know when you need each other. Trust what it tells you, Ezra Kryze."


Ezra stared at him for a second, then asked, "Did all of the Jedi talk like this? Because I have no idea what you just said."


"There's something else, Ezra," Kanan continued, moving on and ignoring Ezra's question.


"If it's something about how I can't rely on my vambraces, I think I'll-"


"You're scared of the Darksaber," Kanan cut him off, his comment effectively silencing him.


After a moment of silence, Ezra opened his mouth to deny it, but Kanan held up a hand and continued, "I know that I don't know your story, no matter what feelings I sense from you, but I can tell that you have great fear, anger, and sadness inside you, Ezra. If nothing else, please practice on controlling those emotions while you're gone. You have no idea what they could do to you if you don't get them under control. You're very powerful, and the stronger you are, the worse it could be if those emotions get away from you."


Once again, Ezra found himself confused by the meaning of Kanan's words, so he simply responded, "Er, alright. I'll do that. I guess… Goodbye for now, Kanan Jarrus." And with that, Ezra began to walk back to his ship, feeling the blind Jedi's piercing gaze on his back the entire time he was leaving.


Opening Up
Chapter 15


 


Sabine POV


 


Sabine sat aboard the Absolution in the co-pilot’s chair, spinning around in the rotating seat as Ezra lifted them into the air. The ship aimed up towards the sky, lowering its raised wings to its sides, then launched forwards and flew into space.


Turning the ship towards a hyperspace lane, Ezra began to input coordinates on the navicomputer and said, “Alright, direct flight from Atollon to Krownest should take just a little while, much shorter without having to fit a trip to Beyrov in.”


Sabine stopped spinning to look at him and ask, “We’re going to Krownest? Is that where the war preparations are focused?”


Ezra looked at her, seeming confused, and said, “Well… we don’t really have any organized efforts yet. The past couple months, I’ve just been quietly preparing my clan for the coming fight. Building up our arsenal, making sure everyone’s staying well-trained. Stuff like that.”


Now it was Sabine’s turn to look at him in confusion. “Your clan? Not the other clans?” she asked.


“Well, I can’t really just go anywhere anymore, not with Gar Saxon hunting me,” Ezra defended himself.


Sabine frowned at him. “You mean that you’ve been on Kalevala the entire time? Why hasn’t Saxon checked there?”


“Well, for one, they’re supposed to hate me more than any of the other clans, so he expects that that’s the last place I would go,” Ezra explained. “But even more than that, he isn’t really welcome on Kalevala. The Empire has a deal in place with my clan, that as long as we stay on our planet, they won’t bother us. They’re really just waiting for us to inevitably turn on each other from sheer boredom, but they don’t care how long that takes as long as they don’t have to deal with us.”


Sabine leaned over to him and asked, “Why would your clan hate you?”


Ezra seemed to realize that he’d let something slip and turned away from her, saying, “Not important.”


But Sabine wasn’t going to make it that easy for him. Grabbing his shoulder and pulling him around to face her again, Sabine said, “No, Ezra! I want to know what you mean! Every time I try to talk to you about your life, you change the subject!”


Ezra rolled his eyes but avoided looking at her. “There’s nothing to know about me,” he said.


“Somehow I doubt that,” Sabine responded.


Ezra still wouldn't look at her. Sabine huffed angrily and reached towards the navicomputer herself, inputting new coordinates. “If the war effort is currently on Kalevala, then that’s where we’re going,” she said.


Ezra reached towards the controls, clearly intending to change their destination, and said, “Hey, wait just-”


Sabine cut him off with a glare, and he raised his hands in surrender, allowing Sabine to push the lever forward and launch them into hyperspace.


As they flew, Sabine had an idea. “Alright, how about this?” she said. “You can ask me anything about myself, and then you can tell me something about you.”


Ezra leaned back in his chair and said, “I already know everything about you.”


Sabine smirked at him and began, “Not a chance, Kryze. I can-”


“Sabine Wren,” Ezra cut her off without looking at her, sounding like he was reading off a holopad. “Born nineteen years ago to Alrich and Ursa Wren. Older sister of Tristan Wren, age seventeen. Heir to the throne of Clan Wren, House Vizsla. Determined to be a genius at the age of three. Created her first art masterpiece at the age of seven, which still hangs in the Imperial Art Gallery on Coruscant, and her second masterpiece less than a year later, which hung in the Main Square of Sundari for over five years before it was acquired as part of Imperial Admiral Thrawn’s collection, which has since acquired over a dozen additional pieces of her work.


"Top student in the Imperial Academy on Mandalore at the age of ten, then two years later, destroyed the Academy during an escape with her close friend, Ketsu Onyo, who later joined the Black Sun crime syndicate and acquired a ship registered as the Shadow Caster. Meanwhile, Wren herself joined a group of rebels that operated primarily on the planet of Lothal for some time, known as the Spectres, comprised of five members. Wren’s designation as part of this insurgent group is Spectre-5. Expert with explosives, hand-to-hand combat, aviation, navigation, acrobatics, computational systems. Received royal Mandalorian training with every manner of known weapon. Speaks more than half a dozen languages.”


 


Sabine remained silent for a long moment at the end of all this, her eyes wide in shock. Finally, she managed to stutter out, “How did you… I didn’t…”


“I read your Imperial file many times over seven years, going back over every single detail repeatedly every time you added something else to the list,” Ezra explained. “I visited every crime scene and questioned every single person I could find that had ever known or even spoken to you.”


Sabine stayed quiet for a moment longer, then said, “I’m not sure if I feel flattered or creeped out by that. But anyway, you’ve only proven my point that I need to get to know you.”


Ezra managed to hold out a little longer, but then Sabine looked at him with her large, pleading brown eyes, and he sighed in defeat. Looking at their ETA, he told her, “You can ask one question. For now. What do you want to know?”


Sabine mentally cheered at her success. And she already knew what question she wanted answered first. “You seem to know everything about my family,” she started, then sympathetically added, “I heard you tell Maul that he killed your mother.”


Ezra’s eyes fell for a moment, but then he refocused on the path ahead of them and simply said, “Yes. He did.”


“I didn’t know,” Sabine admitted, placing a consoling hand on his shoulder. “I’m sorry, and I don’t want to bring up any bad memories, but I just want to know, what was she like?”


Ezra remained silent for a moment, then said, “I never really knew her. She was killed when I was only two years old.”


Sabine opened her mouth to express further condolences, but then frowned in confusion. “I thought she gave you your jaig eyes when you were eight.”


“That… is where my story gets complicated,” Ezra said, lowering his head with a sigh. “You see… I’m adopted. Since my real mother was killed, my aunt has taken care of me. I consider her my mother, the only one I really remember ever having.”


Sabine frowned in confusion. “Your aunt?”


“Bo-Katan Kryze, Lady of Clan Kryze,” Ezra explained. “My mother was the Duchess Satine Kryze. You may have noticed that Maul had a picture of her as part of his shrine.”


Sabine nodded in understanding and asked, “And… your father?”


Ezra scowled. “ He is unimportant, but I’ll tell you that he wasn’t even Mandalorian, nor was he ever married to my mother. He never even knew that I was born. But I’ve answered your question. For now, please, just leave it at that.”


Sabine wanted to know more, but she could tell that Ezra was distressed, so she gave in. “Alright. Thank you for sharing with me,” she told him sincerely.


Ezra looked back over at her gratefully, then the console in front of them beeped in warning, and Ezra pulled back on the lever to drop them out of lightspeed above Kalevala. Sabine took a long look at Ezra’s home planet as they approached, never having visited the planets of the other clans before. Large parts of the planet were covered in grassy plains and rocky terrain. The rest of the planet was covered in enormous bodies of water.


“Your home is beautiful,” Sabine commented.


Ezra nodded in agreement. “Looking at it like this, you would never dream that it’s home to dozens of warriors.”


Sabine was in total agreement. The place looked so peaceful, yet as they flew down towards the jagged cliffs, she could also easily imagine this land being used as a battlefield. If she looked at the terrain closely, she could even see old craters and blaster marks from when past Mandalorians had fought or trained on this planet.


 


Ezra flew them over one last cliff before she got her first look at his home. Each Mandalorian clan had a fortress of some sort on their own planet that served as their base of operations. While Clan Wren had a stronghold, Clan Kryze had a castle. It was all smooth, gray stone, and it sat strategically placed atop a tall cliff overlooking the ocean, but with another cliff face close to their back, which had several dozen Kom’rk Gauntlets sitting on the grass at the top. This setup was clearly intended to give them the high ground while also maintaining a defense from a surprise attack from behind. Any attacker would have to attack the castle from the front and face the full power of Clan Kryze’s fleet of starships before they could do any damage to the fortress.


Ezra brought the Absolution in to land next to the other Kom’rks on the cliff, then turned to Sabine as they touched down and both of them stood up. “Just… don’t let them intimidate you. Especially my mother,” he warned.


Sabine put her helmet on her head at the same time as Ezra and responded, “I’m a Mandalorian too, Ez. I don’t intimidate easily.”


“You haven’t met my mother,” he said seriously.


“And you’ve met mine,” Sabine shot back as she leaned down to pick up a large bag full of her belongings, and Ezra grabbed another.


Ezra remained silent for a moment, then nodded. “Touche. But your mother learned it from mine, and mine is a bit more… subtle about it. She’s just as serious as yours, but she won’t let you know it until it’s too late.”


They walked to the ramp, which lowered beneath their feet, and Sabine joked, “I’ll keep my guard up. I assume I shouldn’t look her in the eye either?”


“No, you should,” Ezra quickly warned as they exited the ship. “If you don’t, she’ll consider it weakness. And she can smell your fear too. And she knows everything.”


Sabine laughed as they crossed the clearing, noticing several dozen Mandalorians in blue and gray armor looking their way. No doubt their eyes were drawn to the unusual sight of both Ezra and Sabine’s armor’s bright colors, but Sabine barely even registered their discomfort. Even in an unfamiliar and potentially hostile place like this, Sabine felt comforted by Ezra walking next to her, his solid, reliable, confident nature somehow keeping her from feeling like she even had to keep an eye out for any threats.


Ezra walked by her as they approached a pile of crates, next to which stood a droid and a woman in armor, who was scrolling through the contents of a datapad in her hand. As Ezra approached her, he called out, “Mom! I want to introduce you to someone!”


The woman, clearly Bo-Katan Kryze, turned around at the sound of his voice and smiled. Bo had green eyes and red hair, and her smile when she saw Ezra was so sincere that Sabine could immediately tell that Ezra hadn’t been joking about it being hard to tell how truly stern she could be.


Bo’s eyes then shifted to Sabine and immediately scanned her over, clearly intrigued by her armor, and Sabine could almost see the woman comparing Sabine’s armor to Ezra’s, making connections, the gears turning in her mind. Then, Bo’s gaze fell down to Sabine’s belt to examine her weapons, and her smile suddenly fell as her face became pale.


“You have the Darksaber,” Bo noted with a mixture of awe and horror.


Even though she had said it quietly, every Mandalorian present looked up at the mention of the weapon, stopping whatever they were doing to look towards the scene. Ezra looked over at the Darksaber hilt on Sabine’s belt himself before he looked back to his mother and sighed, “Good to see you too, Mom. Yes, she has the Darksaber. I’m sorry. I meant to tell her to leave it on the ship.”


“Ezra,” Bo said slowly. “How did… Did she defeat… What-”


“Listen, it’s a long story that I will explain later!” Ezra cut her off, then turned to address the other Mandalorians. “Nothing to see here! We will discuss this later!”


Slowly, the other Mandalorians began to break away and go back to what they were doing previously. Sabine was grateful. She hadn’t expected the Darksaber to make her the center of attention in this way, but clearly it meant a lot to Ezra’s clan. Perhaps an abnormal amount even, more than even the other clans. When Bo had first seen it, she had not only been surprised, she had seemed panicked. And Ezra had apologized for bringing it forward. All that added to Ezra’s adamant refusal to wield the blade back on Atollon, Sabine figured that there was more to the story than she knew.


 


After everyone had returned to their work, Bo faced Sabine and tried to give her a smile, though it didn’t come off as being entirely genuine. “Judging from your armor, I assume that you must be Sabine Wren,” Bo said with forced cheerfulness. “My son has… told me about you.”


Sabine removed her helmet and bowed to her. “Lady Kryze. It is an honor to meet you.”


Bo looked her over with a glare, almost as one would an enemy, and said, “Well… you seem to be a very polite, pretty young woman. What brings you to Kalevala?”


Already feeling somewhat uncomfortable, Sabine gave Ezra a nervous glance and answered,” Er, I was told that you’re preparing for war, so I’m here to help.”


Bo turned to Ezra and raised an eyebrow. “A war, you say? Is that what you’ve been doing, Ezra?”


Ezra seemed to tense up and tried to wave it off, “Who, me? Preparing for war? No, it’s more just that I’ve been-”


Bo cut him off, pointing towards the castle, and said, “Go.”


Ezra lowered his head and defeatedly said, “Yes, ma’am,” then began to slowly walk towards the castle. Sabine gave one last nervous look at Lady Kryze before she followed after him.


As they walked to the castle, Ezra let out a deep sigh. “I guess I should’ve mentioned that they didn’t know about my war,” Ezra told her.


“Sorry,” Sabine said apologetically.


Ezra remained silent for another moment, then said, “Ah, well. She would’ve found out sooner or later. She really does know everything that happens around here, at some point.” He then turned to face Sabine and asked, “Do you have your jetpack?”


She held up her bags and said, “It’s in here. Haven’t finished painting it yet, though.”


“Well, we can’t have you flying around without a fully painted jetpack, can we?” he asked sarcastically, then turned and handed her her other bag.


Sabine frowned at it as she took it from him, and began to ask jokingly, “What, was it too heavy for-”


She stopped as Ezra suddenly stepped in front of her and wrapped his arms around her waist, then jumped into the air and Sabine could feel her feet leave the ground as Ezra’s jetpack activated, flying them towards Kryze Castle at high speeds. Sabine held on tightly to the bags in her hands and wrapped her arms tightly around Ezra but remained silent as they flew, unable to even see where they were going without her helmet in the wind that rushed over them.


Finally, Ezra landed both of them on their feet on one of the stone pathways at the castle, then chuckled as he released her from his arms.


Sabine was still panting in shock from the sudden flight, then turned to glare at Ezra. “Next time… give me a warning first, will you?”


Ezra continued to grin at her and said, “As you wish, Miss Wren. But this was the fastest way for us to get over here, so I’m sure you understand. Also, you can let go at any time. We’re on the ground now.”


Sabine looked down to see that her arms were still tightly squeezed around Ezra, and she quickly released him and stepped back, subconsciously allowing Ezra to take one of the bags from her again, too distracted to insist that she could carry them herself.


 


The flight had been exhilarating, but also had felt absolutely terrifying to Sabine at first. Not because she had never used a jetpack before. She had used her own jetpack once after bringing it back from Concord Dawn, even with Saxon’s colors still on it, just to get a feel for it.


No, what had been terrifying was Ezra just suddenly grabbing her in his arms and pulling her in close to him, making her heart soar before she could comprehend what was happening, before the rest of her body quickly followed. When they’d landed, she had been hesitant to release her hold on Ezra, feeling strangely comfortable in his arms after only being there for a few seconds.


It was an odd feeling, both liberating and terrifying, as Sabine processed these thoughts and suddenly realized, Oh, no. My mother was right. What if I… love him?


 


Ezra POV


 


As soon as they landed, Ezra had swiftly unwrapped his arms from around Sabine. For one, he wasn’t sure how well she would take his little joke, quickly kidnapping her, but his instincts had gotten the better of him when she implied that she didn’t want to use her own jetpack.


His clan always used their jetpacks to get from the landing field to the castle. It was too tedious not to. The terrain all around them was designed to be difficult (and in some cases, deadly) to traverse. Jetpacks enabled them to travel across that space quickly and efficiently, even though they were all trained on how to climb around the dangerous cliffs at childhood anyway, just in case.


And at first, it had been just a joke to give Sabine a surprise flight to their destination. But then, when he’d wrapped his arms around Sabine to launch the both of them into the air, he’d suddenly felt… weird. It was a mixture of joy and worry, happiness and fear, elation yet concern.


Of course, he always felt a bit odd whenever he was around Sabine, but this had been different. As they’d flown, he’d looked down at her head and found himself wanting to remove his helmet mid-flight to sniff her, wondering what she smelled like as he realized that he didn’t really know. He’d mentally slapped himself to clear his head. Why would that instinct even enter his head? He’d never cared what anyone smelled like. Maybe it was the fumes of the paint in her hair, affecting his mind.


When they’d landed, he’d swiftly released her and tried to back away, trying to make his head calm down and clear up, but she had continued to hold on to him for a few more seconds, making the feelings only escalate. When she finally let go of him, his heart had fallen with a feeling of loss, and the strange tingling in the pit of his stomach hadn’t decreased whatsoever.


He quickly grabbed one of her bags, wanting to keep himself busy to make sure that he wasn’t broken, and led her into the castle.


He led her towards the head of the barracks, and brought her into one of the rooms with a single bed. “This will be your room during your stay here,” Ezra told her as he set down the bag in his hand, but did not look at her, trying to avoid making his condition any worse. He would have to see the medical droid about it, whatever it was.


He layed out a blanket and pillow on the bed, then turned to exit, saying, “I need to get to… work, but please get yourself settled in. My room is right across from yours if you need anything. Dinner will be at 1800 hours, and while we’re there I’ll tell everyone to help you with whatever you may need.”


As he walked out, he stopped in the doorway as he heard Sabine call after him, “Thank you!”


Looking over his shoulder to finally see her face, he responded, “Of course. Make yourself at home, Sabine Wren.”


She beamed at him before she turned to begin unpacking her things, and the feeling in Ezra’s stomach rose even more at the sight of her smile.


He exited the room, the door closing behind him, and Ezra immediately pulled off his helmet and ran a hand through his hair. “Whatever’s going on with me, I’m in big trouble,” he said to himself with worry.


Fear Leads To Anger
Chapter 16


Ezra POV


A few days after Ezra and Sabine arrived on Kalevala, Ezra stood watching as Sabine kneeled on the ground and showed another Mandalorian their own age and Ezra's best friend on his home planet, Trev Pattol, how to navigate his way through the circuitry of Imperial explosives.


Ezra had made sure several days ago that Sabine could go get assistance from anyone present she faced a problem, but he'd noticed over the past few days that she always seemed to come to get help from him anyway, so he had begun to simply follow her around, watching over what she did and helping if necessary.


Meanwhile, his mother was keeping an eye on him, though she didn't know that Ezra knew. He wasn't sure what she was waiting for. He assumed that she was expecting some kind of attack from Sabine, but he didn't understand why. So far, Sabine had given them no reason not to trust her. It was probably just the Dar'manda thing, old habits dying hard.


Finally, Sabine pointed out one last wire that looked like all the others and explained, "And this one controls the timer. If it's on a countdown, disabling the timer could shut it down, but sometimes the wire will have a ring around the edge, meaning that it's been rigged to blow if it's tampered with. Any questions?"


Trev chuckled and said, "Yeah, I have one." He then turned around to face Ezra and asked, "Where did you find this one? She seems to know everything."


Ezra crossed his arms over his chest and answered, "You'll have to be more specific. I thought I had her dozens of times over the years. Wasn't until just a few months ago that I even saw her for the first time. As for where I finally got her, I don't think she wants me divulging that location."


Sabine smiled up at him and said, "Not at the moment, no. But if all goes well, maybe someday."


Just then, a group of Mandalorians led by Axe Woves walked over, all of them holding their helmets under their arms. Axe stood over Sabine and said, "You seem to know your way around Imperial weaponry, Wren. How about Imperial prisons?"


Sabine glanced over at Ezra, who winced under his helmet as he realized what this was about. "I've broken in and out of a few…" Sabine answered hesitantly.


Axe gestured to Ezra and said, "Ezra here told us all that he helped you escape one. Is that true?"


"I did not help her escape, Axe," Ezra quickly amended hurriedly. "Like I told you, she'd already escaped her restraints, captors, and cell, and I just-"


"Yes, he helped me," Sabine cut him off. "He told me where I could go to get out without having to encounter the guards."


Ezra looked down at her, and she nodded in silent response to him. To need help with something could be humiliating to prideful beings, and Mandalorians were notoriously proud of their capabilities. By denying that he had assisted her in her escape from Skystrike, Ezra had been attempting to protect her reputation, but for some reason she had instead turned it around on him.


Axe looked the two of them over, then shrugged. "Alright then," he said. "Well, Ezra also tells us that you've got a nasty punch. You up for a little sparring, Wren?"


Sabine glanced over at Ezra, raising an eyebrow, and he shrugged in response. Most of the Mandalorians here were at least a few years older than Ezra and her were, but Ezra was easily the best fighter among Clan Kryze, as not even Axe had been able to challenge after Ezra had defeated him several times in spars since arriving here. The only one who might really challenge him was his mother, and Ezra could beat even her if he really tried, the advantages of training to replace the Force instinct inside him with pure combat skill.


Yet on top of all that, he had to admit that Sabine was probably the closest anyone could get to being on his level. It was a tradition for Mandalorians to fight one another whenever they met, but Ezra wasn't too worried about Sabine fighting anyone in his clan.


At Ezra's nod, Sabine got to her feet and smiled at Axe. "You're on," she told him.


Axe's soldiers went around the clearing and rounded everyone up to watch the fight. All the Mandalorians made a large circle around Sabine. The general rule of thumb for a spar was that spectators should stand twice the range of a flamethrower away from the fight, so the circle was quite large, but still it was enclosed enough that no one would be able to get out. In a spar, blasters had to be at least partially nullified, but all other weapons were fair game, except for ones that could instantly kill, like rockets or whistling birds, a Mandalorian weapon that fired a volley of mini-missiles at multiple targets.


However, as Sabine stepped into the middle of the circle to prepare to face the first challenger, Ezra noticed that she had a glaring vulnerability when compared to anyone here. She had finished painting her jetpack just shortly, which was now attached to her back and sported a kind of light purple with a darker purple making a wing design on the back, but she was the only one present that did not have her own vambraces.


Ezra cursed himself silently for forgetting his promise to get Sabine her own vambraces. He'd meant to commission their armorers to forge a pair, but he had forgotten in his rush to prepare his people for war with the Empire. Suddenly having an idea, he yelled out, "Everyone, hold on just a moment!"


Everyone looked at him in confusion, and he ran onto his ship. He looked around in the hold, running his hand along a wall, and muttered to himself, "Come on, come on, where are you?"


Finally, he felt a hollow point in the wall and pushed it in, popping out a small compartment, which he quickly pulled open to reveal a pair of beskar vambraces. They had no paint on them whatsoever, as Ezra had barely even remembered them.


When he'd left here seven years ago, his mother had given him a single spare pair of vambraces, not knowing how long he'd be gone or if he might lose one or both of his current vambraces while he was away. Luckily for him, he'd taken very good care of his own pair and had kept the spares stored away inside his ship for the entire time he was gone, only just now remembering that he had them. And yes, they were a wonderful gift from his mother, only to be used in emergencies, but Ezra decided that this counted as an emergency.


He grabbed the vambraces, closed the secret compartment, and ran back to the circle. He jogged up into the middle to stand by Sabine, ignoring the dozens of odd looks he received, and held out the vambraces towards her as he stopped in front of her. "Here," he told her. "You might need these to even the playing field."


Sabine's eyes widened as she gently reached out a finger to run it along the shiny metal of the vambraces. "Are these…" she said unsteadily. "Ezra, do you know how much-"


"I know, and I'm sure you'll put them to good use," Ezra responded with a smile.


Sabine looked up at him for a moment, looking for any signs of uncertainty or discomfort, but saw none, nor would she have even if she could see his face beneath his helmet. Looking back into her eyes, Ezra could easily tell that she had not allowed herself to believe that he would actually get her a pair of vambraces. It was quite a big deal, after all, but Ezra simply wanted to give them to her as a necessity. He was a firm believer that every capable Mandalorian should have every available tool with which to defend themselves. After all, their famous and distinctive armor made them both hunter and prey.


Ezra turned the vambraces around in his hand and attached them onto Sabine's wrists, one by one. "I did promise you," he told her. "They currently have all the same features as my own vambraces, but you can switch them out later if you want."


Her gaze filled with gratitude, Sabine grabbed his wrist before he could walk away, and said, "Thank you, Ezra."


He smirked back at her and jokingly said, "You can thank me by kicking these guys' butts. After all, they know that you've knocked me down before, and I have a reputation to uphold."


Sabine nodded in agreement, and Ezra stepped back away from her to rejoin the circle.


The first challenger to step forward was Trev, as he was the closest to Sabine's own age other than Ezra himself. As much as Ezra liked Trev, he couldn't help but internally root for Sabine, yet he still cheered and knocked his vambraces together, his arms crossed in an "X" over his chest as Trev stepped forward, supported by the crowd.


Trev walked towards Sabine and said, "What's about to happen, it's nothing personal, Wren."


Sabine smirked at him as she donned her helmet and drew her pistols from her hips. "Right back at you," she said.


The circle got quiet as Trev drew his own pistols and both he and Sabine backed away from one another. After a few seconds in which both sides took their positions, Axe raised his arms above his head and hit his vambraces together hard, creating an echoing ding sound, and the battle commenced.


Trev ran forward first, firing his pistols at Sabine, but she activated her new personal energy shield and blocked each of them. Trev continued to close in on her, still firing and trying to catch her off guard, and when he was only a couple meters away, Sabine suddenly fired a shot of her own. Trev quickly brought up his own shield on his vambrace, and that was when Sabine did her real attack.


She ran towards Trev, quickly closing the little remaining distance between them, and jumped towards him. His shield already in front of him after blocking the blaster bolt, Trev raised it even higher to block Sabine's flying kick, but in midair she activated her jetpack to stop herself, then shot a whipcord to wrap around Trev's now-exposed legs and pulled.


Trev was pulled off his feet, and Sabine pulled him into the air before dropping him by releasing the line. As he fell, Trev spun himself around so that he was facing upright, then activated his own jetpack to stop his fall.


Seeing Sabine's shadow flying back down towards him, he looked up to see Sabine directing her right vambrace at him, which then emitted a blast from the repulsor, pushing Trev into the ground despite the opposing force of his jetpack.


Trev layed on his back, partially planted in the dirt with his legs still tied up, and groaned to himself in pain, unable to move. After a few moments, two other Mandalorians ran out of the circle to help pull him to his feet and put his arms around their shoulders as they began to untie his legs.


Sabine flew down from the sky to help them and asked, "You alright, Trev?"


When they finally succeeded in untying his legs, Trev managed to shakily stand by himself but pointed at Sabine and said, "Never… never again."


Sabine just chuckled as Trev walked by her and went to stand next to Ezra. The crowd suddenly seemed less eager to face Sabine after seeing how she fought, how quickly she'd managed to defeat Trev, but it only took a few seconds for another challenger to step forward, accompanied by applause from the assembly.


The next little while went just as Ezra had expected. Challenger after challenger went forward, each of them confident in their own ability to win where everyone had failed, but Sabine managed to defeat every one of them. Some were more difficult than others, many of them managed to land a few good hits, but nevertheless, Sabine prevailed every time.


Being lifelong fighters, the Mandalorians all took their losses honorably, yet with every victory that Sabine added to her streak, the group became more and more determined to see her lose. And oddly enough, as time went on, the now-familiar bubbling in Ezra's gut continued to increase as he watched Sabine fight.


As Sabine landed a kick to the chest of her newest challenger, Ezra leaned over to Trev and muttered, "Hey, Trev. As you watch Sabine, do you feel sort of… sick, but not? Anything like that? Like a weird sort of tingling?"


Trev snorted with amusement and said, "Not me, Ezra. I got married when I was sixteen, and I'm very happy. Haven't felt that way when looking at anyone else since."


Not sure what Trev's marriage had to do with anything, Ezra whispered, "But you do know the feeling?"


Trev nodded. "Yeah, but like I said, it's been awhile. But I do get it," he said, watching Sabine fight with an admiring eye.


"Get what?" Ezra asked desperately. "How do I make it stop?"


Trev looked at him with confusion. "You're kidding, right? You don't want it to stop, Kryze."


"Yes, I do!" Ezra hissed back. Trev's speaking in riddles was driving him crazy! He didn't know what was going on with him, but he knew that he wanted it dealt with before the war started.


Just then, his loudly whispering voice drew the attention to him, and someone began to chant, "Kryze! Kryze! Kryze!" It started out quiet, but slowly the rest of the Mandalorians began to join in, until the sound was so loud that it rang in his ears.


Ezra looked around and realized what they wanted. Months ago, he had proven himself to be their finest warrior, and now they wanted him to break Sabine's winning streak by fighting her himself. Ezra looked nervously at Sabine, but she just shrugged at him, unable to communicate with her facial features as they were hidden beneath her helmet. Accepting the will of the crowd, Ezra stepped into the ring, his own challenge being greeted with the loudest cheers yet. His clan really wanted a victory at this point, but Ezra just wanted to continue his conversation with Trev. Yet he couldn't turn down an honest challenge.


Spreading out so that they stood at opposite ends of the circle, Ezra called out, "Just don't take it too personally when I drop you, alright Wren?"


Sabine called back, "We'll see who's on the ground at the end of this, Kryze."


Ezra smirked beneath his helmet and held a hand over one of his pistols, flexing it as he prepared to draw. This was going to be fun. Fighting with Sabine had become one of his favorite things to do, and clearly she felt the same way, as she played along and held a hand down by her own pistol at her hip. Axe crashed his vambraces together to signal the start of the match, but both Ezra and Sabine remained still for a moment longer. The crowd was completely silent as they watched to see who would draw first, neither of them making a move.


Finally, Sabine drew first, as Ezra knew she would. She was too familiar with the speed of his movement not to be wary of him getting the drop on her, but her preparedness didn't save her. In a split second, Ezra drew and fired all in one movement. His blaster bolt crashed against Sabine's helmet and threw off her aim as she fired her own shot, making it go wide and almost hit one of the spectators, but Ezra reached out his left arm and blocked it with his shield.


A loud cheer arose from the crowd, but Ezra didn't relax. He was off to a good start, but the fight was far from over.


Sabine got back to her feet and drew her other pistol. Ezra drew his second pistol as well, then launched into the air on his jetpack, flying towards her at a high speed, then dropped down once he was right above her. Sabine quickly activated her shield and held it above her head, causing Ezra to land on top of it, and then he jumped back and shot his flamethrower at her. She blocked the fiery blast with her shield and rushed in close to him, catching him off guard as he had used the flamethrower to keep her back.


She smacked his arm out of the way and shoved her own vambrace in his face before unleashing a repulsor blast. Ezra was launched backwards across the field, and the crowd all collectively said, "Oooh!"


Ezra crashed onto the ground but quickly tried to get back on his feet, but Sabine quickly closed the distance between them and crashed into him with a roar, knocking him onto his back again. She pulled a knife from one of her boots and tried to press it against Ezra's neck, holding his hands pressed across his chest, but Ezra extended the blade from his right vambrace and blocked it before she could gain any leverage.


He then activated his jetpack, launching himself out from under her, and shot a whipcord at her legs, but she dodged over it and used her own jetpack to rocket into him, knocking both of them to the ground, rolling over one another.


Ezra finally broke free of her grip and rolled into a kneeling position, aiming one of his guns at her, but she ran forward and jumped onto him, wrapping her legs around his head before she fell back and flipped him over with her body weight, once again landing him on his back.


For a moment, she almost seemed to be winning, but then she made a mistake. As Ezra tried to climb back to his feet, he heard an unfamiliar humming and looked up in shock to see Sabine approaching him with the Darksaber activated in her hand.


Hearing muttering emanating from the crowd at the sight, Ezra scrambled to his feet as Sabine swung at him, and he was still off-balance as he brought up one of his vambraces to deflect the first hard swing, which pushed him back. There was another hard swing, followed by another and another, each of which Ezra barely managed to deflect.


The next hit knocked his helmet off his head, and suddenly something inside him snapped. The sight of the Darksaber attacking him awakened an instinct that he hadn't even known was there, and suddenly he roared in anger before he rushed in towards his attacker. No longer even able to think, Ezra tackled his enemy around the waist and used his body weight to pull them towards the ground. He saw the Darksaber held in a hand next to him and reached over to grab the wrist and squeeze it with all his strength.


With a loud snapping sound, his enemy let out a yell of pain and dropped the Darksaber, which Ezra then grabbed from them and threw behind himself. He then reached down with both hands and began to squeeze the neck of his attacker. He'd never felt anger like this before, nor had he ever felt such power. Whoever dared to wield that cursed blade deserved much worse than death, they deserved to suffer.


He squeezed harder and harder on his enemy's throat, ignoring the strained gasps that tried in vain to pull in air, until suddenly a familiar voice called out, "EZRA!"


Ezra immediately released his enemy's throat at the sound of his mother's horrified voice, screaming louder than he had ever heard before. He looked around himself to see that the circle of Mandalorians had closed in around him, all of them aiming their weapons at his head and wearing matching expressions of fear.


Suddenly looking down at his enemy underneath him, Ezra's face lost all color as he realized that it had been Sabine, who now layed still upon the ground. He immediately got off of her and pulled off her helmet, seeing her eyes closed almost peacefully, but Ezra couldn't think of anything being peaceful at a time like this. He couldn't even remember what he should do to make sure that she was still alive, feeling helpless as he looked at her limp form.


His mother pushed her way through the crowd and pressed her head against Sabine's chest, listening for a heartbeat. Finally, she lifted her head back up and announced, "She's still alive, but just barely. Get her to the medical wing!"


Immediately, four Mandalorians rushed forward with a stretcher and lifted Sabine onto it before they each grabbed a corner and used their jetpacks to launch into the air, carrying her to the castle.


Bo watched them go, then turned back around and said, "Ezra, we-"


But she broke off as she realized that he had already disappeared.


Sabine POV


Sabine woke up gasping from a nightmare. In her dream, she had been sparring with Ezra when suddenly… something had happened, something she couldn't understand or even explain. She'd just barely drawn the Darksaber to use it for the first time, knowing that Ezra was too good for her to defeat without a trick up her sleeve. She'd been swinging it harder than she'd meant to, surprised by the incredible lack of weight or resistance that she felt, when suddenly Ezra… his eyes had turned yellow, and then it wasn't a spar, but a fight, and Ezra had showed no mercy.


In no time at all, he had forced her to the ground, disarmed her and sprained her right wrist, and had begun to choke the life out of her with his bare hands, which she hadn't been able to even budge despite her best efforts. Even still, she could feel some soreness on her throat. It had felt so real…


Suddenly paling, Sabine realized where she was. She was in a medical wing, wearing only her flight suit, lying on a bed for one of the patients. Her armor and weapons were on the table next to her, though she noticed that the Darksaber was missing. Her right wrist was tightly wrapped in a bandage and hanging in a cast over her chest. Looking in the mirror next to her, she could see bright red, hand-shaped bruises across her neck, right where Ezra had grabbed her in her dream.


Now thoroughly terrified at the implications of these things, Sabine looked around to see a medical droid floating its way over to her. "Greetings," it said.


"Where's Ezra?" Sabine asked, not wasting a moment on pleasantries.


However, the droid ignored her question and said, "You have been unconscious for 4.28 hours. You had sustained mostly minor injuries, but you may feel disoriented. This is completely normal. Can I get you any-"


"Where. Is. Ezra?" Sabine asked again, a dangerous tone creeping into her voice. If her suspicions were correct, if her dream had somehow been real… she needed to see Ezra.


The droid lowered its head and said, "I'm afraid that I cannot answer that question. My programming forbids- Wait, where are you going?"


As soon as she realized that the droid couldn't help her, Sabine got up from her bed and walked towards the door. Just outside the medical wing door was a Mandalorian soldier from Clan Kryze, and he held up a hand as he saw her attempting to leave. "Miss Wren, you are to stay here until you have completed your recovery."


Sabine glared at him and said, "Move, or I will move you."


She imagined the soldier smirking under his helmet as he responded, "I don't think so. When you're at full strength, you may be fierce, but with an injured hand, I don't think-"


He was cut off as Sabine suddenly grabbed his wrist with her uninjured hand and spun him around to pin his face against the wall with a grunt of surprise. He tried to break free of her hold, but Sabine twisted his wrist painfully, threatening to break it, and growled, "Do you want to find out how well you can fight with an injured hand? If not, tell me where I can find Ezra."


The soldier grunted once more, then said, "He… he's in his room. But he won't let anyone in. You're wasting-" He was cut off again as Sabine shoved him back into the wall before stalking off towards Ezra's room.


As she finally reached Ezra's door, Trev suddenly came around the corner and stood in front of it protectively, putting out a hand in front of himself to keep Sabine back. "Sabine, listen!" he said to her desperately, but she didn't stop.


Backing up towards the door in fear, Trev said, "He didn't mean it! I don't know what happened, but it was an accident! He never would've tried to hurt you!"


Sabine finally stopped in front of him as she realized something. He thought that she was here to hurt Ezra for hurting her. Trev was trying to protect him from her.


Sighing, Sabine said, "I know he wouldn't hurt me. I'm worried about what he's doing to himself. Please, Trev. I need to see him."


Trev looked back at her suspiciously for a moment, then slowly moved aside. Sabine looked at him gratefully and walked up to the door, pressing the button to slide it open, then walked inside.


The room was completely dark, not a single source of light anywhere. Sabine couldn't see Ezra anywhere, but the light from the open doorway allowed him to see her, and she heard his voice say, "Sabine. You shouldn't be here."


Sabine's skin crawled with discomfort at the sound of his voice. It sounded unnaturally scratchy and weak. Sabine stepped further into the room, moving towards the source of his voice, and the door closed behind her, cutting off the small amount of light that she had had a moment ago.


Ezra's voice quickly called out in the darkness, "Don't… don't come any closer. I don't… Please, just go."


Ignoring his request, Sabine stepped closer to him and activated the lamp next to his bed, casting a dim light into the room and letting her see him. He looked horrible. He wore only his flight suit, like her, and his armor pieces were discarded across the floor behind her rather than hung up on their stand. His eyes were bloodshot and his cheeks were stained with tear streaks.


He didn't look at her at first, but slowly is head turned towards her and he slowly reached out a shaking hand towards her throat. Sabine drew back in shock, then realized her mistake as he looked at his outstretched hand and quickly put it back in his lap, saying, "I'm sorry. I didn't… I was trying to look at… Your neck is bruised. I… I'm so sorry, Sabine. I shouldn't have…"


Sabine reached out with her uninjured hand and surprised him by tenderly cupping his cheek and pulling it around to make him face her again. "It's okay," she whispered to him. "I'll heal. I know you didn't mean it."


Ezra scowled and said, "But I did it. And I… I can't forgive myself for that. Ever."


Sabine sat down on the bed next to him and said, "I've already forgiven you. Maybe you can start there."


Ezra shook his head. "You don't understand, Sabine. I… I completely lost control. I've always been strong, but that used to be a good thing. Now, I can't trust myself anymore. And I've never tried to… hurt someone before. In the past, whenever I was fighting, whether it was a creature or a person, my objective was always to either incapacitate or kill. I've never tried to cause pain to my enemy, and of course, the first time I do, I'm hurting-" He broke off, unable to finish his sentence as another wave of tears rolled down his face.


Knowing that he needed comfort, Sabine reached over and grabbed his hand, squeezing it tightly, and said, "Tell me what happened."


Ezra hesitated for a moment, then said, "It was the Darksaber."


Sabine was confused, but she remained silent and waited for him to go on, knowing that he would explain further if she gave him time. Sure enough, Ezra continued, "When Maul killed my birth mother… I didn't tell you before, but he wielded the Darksaber at the time, meaning he used the Darksaber to… do it."


Sabine's eyes widened, but Ezra wasn't done. "My father was there, but he didn't stop Maul. Worse, he did nothing. He never even went after Maul for what he did. So I vowed that I would avenge her one day. I studied Maul, learned to hate him. And I… learned to hate that blade as well. When I saw you using it, I didn't… see you. I saw… him. And I almost killed you because I couldn't control myself. There's no excuse. No forgiveness. And I can't let myself be a warrior anymore, not after this."


Ezra kept his eyes firmly shut as he explained all this, a continuous stream of tears slowly leaking out of his eyes despite his best efforts to keep them inside, and Sabine took a moment to process all that he had told her. Finally, she pulled her hand from his to instead pull him in to lay his head against her chest, letting him continue shedding his tears as she ran a soothing hand through his hair. Luckily, he seemed to calm down, slowly but surely, as she continued to do whatever she could to help him relax.


Shortly after, Ezra's breathing slowed as he fell asleep with his head in her lap, and Sabine slowly extricated herself from underneath him to instead lay his head on his pillow and gently pull his blanket over him. Before she left, Sabine whispered to him, "You're not done being a warrior, Ez. But you are done carrying this burden alone."


End Of An Era
Chapter 18


One Week Later…


Sabine POV


Despite Sabine's many requests, Ezra still did not lightly allow her to fly his ship.


"Please!" she begged from her usual place, in the co-pilot's seat as Ezra flew. "You didn't have any complaints last time I did it!"


Not looking at her, Ezra argued, "Last time you flew my ship was because I couldn't do it myself. The Absolution is my baby, and only I get to fly it."


Sabine smirked at him slyly and said, "But Ez, what's mine is yours and what's yours is mine."


"Okay, first, I only said that to get you to let me re-wrap your wrist without you biting me." he countered, and Sabine chuckled at the memory. "Second, not until and unless we eventually say the vows."


Sabine frowned at him and repeated, "'Unless?' Having second thoughts about us, Ezra?"


"Only when you won't stop pestering me about flying my ship!" Ezra said irritably, and Sabine smirked to herself. She knew that he was joking about changing his mind. In the last week since they had re-labeled their relationship, not too much had really changed, but Sabine knew that he enjoyed being able to call her his, and she felt the same way about him being officially hers.


They had spent most of the last week spending time almost solely with one another, mostly with Sabine helping Ezra learn how to use the Darksaber as Ezra insisted that she shouldn't be overexerting herself too much with other work right now. Not that she had much experience with the Darksaber herself, but she was at least a capable sparring partner. She had even learned some tricks from Kanan, and had used them to help Ezra improve his swordsmanship by leaps and bounds in a short period of time. She also had improved, though she'd been forced to use beskar forging hammers to combat his lightsaber blade.


However, she could tell that Ezra held back, no doubt still worried about hurting her. She could only hope that he would soon feel safe enough to become more aggressive against her in their fights, most likely after her wrist was completely healed. In the past week, her wrist had healed greatly, but it was still slightly tender. She appreciated the way Ezra wanted to keep protecting her, but she didn't want to feel like she needed protecting.


Yesterday, Lady Kryze had gone to Sabine and asked her to return to Krownest to gather her family as allies for the war. Immediately, Sabine had agreed and gone to get Ezra to bring along with her. She had noticed that Lady Kryze had seemed a bit… upset when Sabine had opted to bring Ezra along, but she didn't understand why. Ezra was officially her boyfriend now, which admittedly was a strange concept among Mandalorians, but they were familiar enough with it that it shouldn't come as a surprise when one of them decided to bring the other along with them. It almost seemed that Bo had avoided her ever since she and Ezra had started dating, which made Sabine a little nervous as she felt some lingering displeasure with her son's choice of potential future mate.


She could tell that it made Ezra even more nervous, but that she could understand. In the past week, she hadn't told her mother about her new relationship, wanting to make it a surprise for when they saw each other in person next, but now that she was about to announce it, she considered the possibility that she should've done it behind the safety of a holo-message. In this way, both herself and Ezra would be standing right in the blast radius if her mother went ballistic.


They arrived on Krownest, immediately getting permission to land as soon as Sabine requested it accompanied by her name, and Ezra landed them on the same platform that they had used last time they were here. They both exited the ship and were once again greeted by Sabine's brother, though he wasn't accompanied by any other Mandalorians this time.


Tristan's immediate reaction to seeing them was to look over Ezra's armor and say, "Oh. Wow. Is that you, buried under all that paint, Captain Kryze?"


Ezra pulled off his helmet and shook Tristan's hand. "Yes, it's me, Tristan. It's good to see you again."


Tristan then looked at Sabine and pulled her into a tight hug. "Good to see you, sis. Where have you been? Mother hasn't heard from you in a week! She almost sent our people hunting for you until I managed to talk her down."


Sabine smiled and hugged her brother back just as tightly. "It's been too long, Tristan. I'll explain where I've been once we're inside."


Tristan nodded in acceptance, then looked around nervously and leaned in to whisper something to Ezra. Sabine tried to overhear what he said, but was unable.


After Tristan pulled back from him, Ezra nodded and put his helmet back on as he said, "Understood. Take us to the Stronghold."


Tristan nodded once more, then turned and began to lead the way down the path to the Wren fortress.


As they walked, Sabine leaned over to Ezra and quietly asked, "What did Tristan tell you?"


Ezra hesitated for a moment, his expression hidden beneath his faceplate, but then he answered, "Gar Saxon is here."


Sabine looked at Ezra in shock and whispered, "Then we need to get out of here!"


Ezra just shook his head. "We have a mission to do. And I have a plan." As they passed under the throne room, Ezra looked up at the glass wall and said, "Step one, throw a couple remote detonators onto that window."


Sabine glanced at him, uncertain about the idea of blowing up part of her home, but remained silent, deciding to trust him on this one. She discreetly drew two small, remote-controlled detonators from one of her pouches and tossed them up onto the window, where they quietly stuck to the glass. She nodded to Ezra, and Tristan led them up the steps to enter the throne room.


Sabine's mother was waiting for them inside, seated upon her throne, and she looked up at the sound of the doors opening. "My daughter," Ursa greeted, a tense edge to her voice. She then looked at Ezra and she winced in sympathy, recognizing her child's work. "Sabine, what have you done to this young man's armor? Who is he?"


Ezra pulled off his helmet, and Ursa raised an eyebrow in surprise. "The son of Lady Kryze," she acknowledged. "I must confess, I had not expected to see you with my daughter again for… perhaps ever."


Taking a deep breath as she prepared to announce their new relationship, Sabine said, "Well, Mother, you can get used to it."


Ursa tilted her head and asked, "And why's that?"


"Countess Wren!" Ezra yelled before Sabine could answer. "We have come to request that your clan may ally with Clan Kryze! We are preparing for battle against the Galactic Empire!"


At his words, Ursa paled with fear and Sabine turned to face him and asked, "What are you doing, Ezra? Quiet down!"


Ezra held up a hand as he turned to face the back door, saying, "Wait for it…"


Right on cue, the door burst open to reveal half a dozen Imperial Super Commandos, all of them wearing plain white armor. They all ran into the room and spread out with their weapons raised and directed at Ezra, two of them using their jetpacks to hover up by the ceiling, far out of reach.


Finally, Gar Saxon entered the room, his red armor standing out from the rest, holding his helmet under his arm. He appeared smug and calm as he approached Ezra, who stayed slightly crouched as though he was prepared for combat. Sabine stood by Ezra's side with her hands held over her blasters, but neither Saxon or any of his men spared her a single glance. "Former Captain Kryze," Saxon said as he walked forward slowly to stand directly in front of Ezra. "You just can't help but be a traitor, can you? Betray your family, your clan. Then you betray me. I was like a father to you, boy. I gave you everything."


Ezra looked back at Saxon and growled, "Trust me, being like a father to me is not a good thing."


Saxon looked at Ezra with disgust, then turned away and said, "You know, I always liked you, Kryze. You were the most skilled soldier I ever had. But now you've made an enemy of me. Yet I'll still give you the mercy of a quick death."


Saxon spun around and shot his rifle at Ezra, but suddenly Ezra wasn't there. Sabine hadn't even seen him move, but suddenly he was next to Saxon, pushing his rifle down towards the floor and elbowing him in the face. All of Saxon's soldiers opened fire on Ezra, but two on the ground were swiftly taken out by quick blasts, one from Sabine and one from Tristan, who had clearly decided that his loyalty to his family outweighed his loyalty to his fellow Commandos. The room exploded into chaos and the Wrens then tried to take out the remaining four soldiers as Ezra continued fighting Saxon behind them, but the Imperials were now wary of their attackers and used their jetpacks to avoid the incoming blasts as they returned fire. In response, Sabine and Tristan activated their own jetpacks to combat them in the air, both sides resorting to using their fists as the Wren siblings closed the distance.


During her fight, Sabine heard Ezra yell out, "Sabine! Blow it now!"


Not needing to ask what he meant, Sabine kicked the Mando she had been grappling with away from her, then used her short opening to press a button on her vambrace. Immediately, the front window of the throne room exploded inwards, showering them all in with shards of broken glass that they were only protected from due to their armor except for the two not wearing helmets. These were Ursa, who was too far away from the explosion to be hit by the glass, and Gar Saxon, who yelled as he dropped his helmet and closed his eyes tightly to avoid being blinded by the shattered glass.


Ezra took Saxon's temporary blindness as an opportunity and launched into the Mandalorian governor while activating his jetpack, pulling both of them out the broken window and towards the frozen lake below. "Ezra!" Sabine called after him with worry as he fell out of sight.


Ezra POV


As the two of them crashed onto the ice, which luckily didn't even crack under their combined weight, Saxon spun and threw Ezra off of him with a yell of anger, and Ezra used his jetpack to steady himself before he could hit the ground, then dropped down, landing on his feet with his hands gripping his pistols at his hips.


Saxon climbed back to his feet and growled before he used his own jetpack to launch himself into the air, using his rifle to fire down at Ezra.


Ezra dodged two of Saxon's blasts, then shot his grappling line to wrap around one of Saxon's legs. The governor growled once more in frustration and tried to fly higher, but Ezra activated his own jetpack and flew up behind him before using his wrist blade to make a cut across Saxon's jetpack, which immediately sparked and began to lose power. Saxon began to go down with a yell, and Ezra pulled him slightly higher into the air by the leg before he cut the line, dropping Saxon back onto the ice and causing his rifle to fall from his hand.


Ezra then flew back down to land in front of the older man and aimed both of his pistols at him. "Time to yield, Saxon," Ezra said. "There is honor in accepting when you are beaten. I've destroyed your only hope of escape, and your soldiers will soon be defeated by Clan Wren, if they haven't already. You're alone."


Saxon pulled himself onto his knees with a groan, then glared up at Ezra and said, "I will not be beaten by a traitor, boy. I will never surrender to you. Clan Wren will suffer for their betrayal, and your clan will meet the same fate as the Protectors for yours."


He abruptly raised his left arm to fire a rocket from his vambrace, but Ezra moved even more quickly. He pulled the Darksaber from his belt and cut off Saxon's left arm at the elbow, severing his connection to his vambrace.


Saxon let out a yell of pain and looked down in horror at his missing appendage, then looked up at Ezra as the younger man directed the tip of the black blade at his throat, and Saxon gulped in poorly-disguised fear. "All Mandalorians kneel before the Darksaber," Ezra said, enjoying the surprise on Saxon's face as he slowly recognized the unique weapon in Ezra's hand. "And you're no exception, Governor."


And with that, Ezra turned to walk away, satisfied to take Governor Saxon prisoner rather than kill him now that he was missing an arm. However, he heard Sabine's voice call out, "Ezra!" at the same time that his senses suddenly tingled in warning of danger, and he instinctively brought the Darksaber blade behind his back just in time to deflect a blaster bolt.


Ezra looked over his shoulder and saw Saxon, who had retrieved his rifle from the ground with his remaining arm and attempted to dishonorably shoot Ezra in the back. Now, the governor looked down in shock at his chest, where two blaster holes now burned, one from his own reflected shot and the other fired from above. Saxon's Imperial designed beskar had been too thin to adequately protect him from the shots, and so they had easily melted through the armor and into his chest. Saxon's eyes widened and he slowly fell forward onto his front.


Ezra directed his gaze upwards to see who had fired the second shot, and it had been Sabine, as he'd guessed, who stood next to her mother and brother with her pistol still directed with shaky hands at Saxon's body.


Sabine POV


After Ezra had fallen onto the ice, Sabine's mother had joined the battle herself, quickly helping them to deal with the last of the Imperial Mandalorians. She'd jumped into the battle with ferocity in her gaze, a look that Sabine remembered well, but she didn't remember ever seeing this current expression on her face.


"He… he has the Darksaber," Ursa said in disbelief and some reverence.


Sabine rolled her eyes as she holstered her pistol after shooting Gar Saxon in the chest. "Yes, Mother. He has the Darksaber. If you had been quicker to just accept that fact, you could've helped with the bigger issue. Ezra almost got shot!"


Ursa looked at her with disapproval and argued, "Actually, Sabine, I don't think he did. You see, Saxon fired his weapon. Kryze seems to have had it under control."


"You didn't know that that was going to happen," Sabine huffed irritably, but she decided to drop it. They now had bigger issues to deal with. First of which was, she wanted to finish sharing the news with her mother, and now seemed like as good a time as any.


Folding her arms, Sabine didn't look at her mother as she announced, "I took your advice. Ezra and I are now dating."


Still staring in wonder at the weapon in Ezra's hand as he deactivated it and clipped it to his belt before he began to drag Saxon's body back to the Stronghold, Ursa frowned and said, "Dating? For shame, Sabine. That young man has the Darksaber. How can you not have married him yet?"


"Okay, first of all, when I marry him, it won't be because he has the Darksaber," Sabine protested. "Second of all, dating is-"


Her mother cut her off by pointing a finger in her face and saying, "Aha! You said 'when'!"


Sabine thought back on it and groaned and facepalmed as she realized that her mother was right.


Ezra finally finished dragging Saxon back to the top of the stairs and Ursa immediately adopted her signature look of superiority once again before saying, "Saxon fired on you when your back was turned. He is dishonorable. Strip him of his armor and dump his body in the lake."


Ezra froze, then shook his head. "You couldn't have told me that before I dragged him up here?" he asked, but he nevertheless began to obey. Sabine quickly moved to help him, happy to have an excuse to not have to deal with her mother right now.


Ezra POV


After they disposed of Saxon's body in the lake, they went back inside. The broken glass had been cleaned up, though a large hole still remained in the wall, and the bodies of all of Saxon's men had been taken away to be saved for burial. Their armor would be sent to their families, whoever they were, and the soldiers themselves would receive honorable burials despite their service to the Empire. Clan Wren knew full well that the soldiers had been members of Clan Saxon, simply following their leader. They may have died fighting on the wrong side, but they still deserved honor.


Eventually, they made their way back before Ursa's throne, and Ezra attempted to continue his earlier announcement. "Countess Wren," he said, "As I said before we were interrupted, Clan Kryze requests an alliance to fight against-"


"We'll do it," the Countess answered, cutting him off.


Ezra paused for a moment, then said, "Er, that was a bit easier than I-"


"The Empire took my husband away, and we could do nothing," Ursa proclaimed loudly. "Now, the Imperial governor of Mandalore has fallen, leaving them vulnerable. You are… trusted by my daughter. And most of all, Ezra Kryze, you wield the Darksaber. As such, all Mandalorians are honor-bound to follow you. If you tell us to fight the Empire, very few of our people will deny you."


At the end of her speech, Ezra looked down self-consciously. He had no desire to lead his people. Yet he couldn't back down now. He looked back up at Sabine's mother and said, "Very well then, Countess. I look forward to fighting by your side. Until then, prepare your clan to travel to Mandalore, where Clan Kryze will join us. Three months from now, we plan to land on Mandalore to begin the war. And as a gift to you, our first order of business once we're there will be to free your husband, Alrich."


Ursa nodded her thanks and acceptance, and Ezra turned to exit, Sabine walking by his side. Once they were back outside, she turned to him and asked, "We're going to free my father?"


Ezra nodded. "As soon as we're on Mandalore, we'll begin to search for him."


Sabine smiled and took his hand, squeezing it tightly. "Thank you."


Ezra nodded to her and squeezed her hand back as they walked to the Absolution. Under his helmet, Ezra smiled and thought to himself, You're all the thanks I need, Sabine Wren.


Comeback
Chapter 17


 


Sabine POV


 


The next day, Sabine was discharged from the medical wing early in the morning and discovered that Ezra had not come out of his room to eat breakfast with the rest of his clan.


Realizing that her work was not yet done, Sabine immediately took her breakfast tray and walked back to his room. Luckily, when she opened the door, she saw that Ezra at least had the lights on. Progress , she decided.


She then sat down at the foot of Ezra's bed and shook him awake. He stirred in his sleep and sat up to rub his eyes back to wakefulness. Meanwhile, Sabine began to eat her breakfast, and suddenly Ezra realized who was in his room. With a yelp, he quickly yanked his blankets up to cover his chest and exclaimed, "Sabine! I didn't… Why are you here?"


Sabine looked at him in amusement and said, "Calm down, Ez. You're fully clothed, you can drop the blanket. As for why I'm here, you weren't at breakfast, so I came to visit."


Ezra sat up and nervously said, "Sabine… I don't think I should be around the rest of my clan right now. In fact, I should probably leave. Like I said last night, I'm not going to be a warrior anymore, so-"


"No," Sabine said simply as she took another bite of her breakfast.


Ezra frowned and said, "'No?' What do you mean, 'No?'"


"You're not done being a warrior, and you're not going anywhere," Sabine declared with finality.


Ezra shook his head. "Look, Sabine. What happened yesterday, it can't happen again."


"It won't," Sabine said with certainty. She then held up a piece of her breakfast for him and offered, "Toast?"


Ezra stared at her, dumbfounded, as she handed him her toast without him even answering, then stood up to leave. "You will join me for a spar today," Sabine said as she walked towards the door. "You will bring your armor and weapons."


Ezra processed this statement and sat up, saying, "But… what happened yesterday… and your hand!" But Sabine had already left, the door closing behind her.


She walked across the hall and entered her own room, then began to attach the pieces of her armor and grab her weapons. The last piece she picked up was the Darksaber, which she attached to her belt after a moment's hesitation. She then walked outside and went out to the field where they had all sparred yesterday. When she arrived, she went to the spot of ground where she had nearly died yesterday, and stood there to wait for Ezra.


However, before Ezra arrived, his mother did. She walked up from behind Sabine to stand next to her and said, "You know, death has a way of changing our perspectives. Whether it be our own or someone else's. Are you alright?"


"I'm fine," Sabine answered.


Bo nodded at her but said, "That's what a Mandalorian says when they're not fine. You should be resting."


Sabine shook her head. "I can't rest right now. Ezra needs me."


Bo glanced sideways at her and said, "When my son came home and told us that you had been accepted back into your clan, many of my clan did not believe it. Some, including myself, even considered going to war with your family. My son defended your honor fiercely. And yesterday, when he almost… when you were hurt, he panicked. Seven years ago, I sent him on a mission that he might never have returned from, yet his eyes held no fear. I have seen many things in my years, Sabine Wren, but I have never seen my son scared. So tell me, who are you to him? What are your intentions towards my son?"


 


Sabine opened her mouth to answer, though she was unsure how, but suddenly she looked up at the sound of engines above them, and Ezra landed right between them, floating down on his jetpack. He reached up and pulled off his helmet, tucking it under his arm, and said, "Sabine, I don't know how you plan to do this. You can't fight with your hand in that condition."


Sabine glanced at Bo, then looked back to Ezra and said, “Actually, Ezra, I’m not planning on fighting. I just needed to get you out here so I could show you this.”


Sabine then pulled the Darksaber from her belt and activated it. She was careful to make no threatening move towards Ezra, simply holding the jet-black blade up for him to see, but suddenly, all around them, as soon as the black blade had activated, every Mandalorian present drew their weapons and pointed them at Ezra, clearly concerned about how he might react. Even Bo put her hands on her pistols, setting them to stun, but didn’t draw them yet.


Sabine remained calm and watched Ezra’s face. As he looked at the weapon, he scowled in anger and Sabine could see his eyes flicker to yellow for a moment before they returned to their normal, unique shade of bright blue.


Sabine couldn’t help but wonder how his eyes could change colors like that. Perhaps he wasn’t fully human. She still didn’t know who or what his father is or had been, but perhaps he was a Togruta or something like that, some species that could change their eye color to see in the dark. Yet the yellow was unnerving to Sabine, who had only ever seen enemies with that eye color. The Grand Inquisitor, the Seventh Sister, and even Maul all had yellow eyes. She didn’t like making that comparison with Ezra.


As she saw her friend glaring at the weapon as dozens of blasters pointed at him, Sabine called out, “Everyone drop your weapons! He hasn’t attacked yet, meaning he’s under control!”


The surrounding Mandalorians looked around before hesitantly lowering their weapons, but very few holstered them. Sabine supposed that she couldn’t really blame them, but she needed Ezra calm for this, so she tried to shift his attention solely to her.


“Ezra, look at me,” Sabine said.


It took a moment, but Ezra managed to pull his gaze off the Darksaber to instead look at her, his glare immediately lessening some. Sabine stepped closer to him and said, “I know what you think this weapon did to you, Ezra, and I’m sorry for that. But it wasn’t this . It was Maul. A weapon is not responsible for what it is used for.”


She deactivated the Darksaber and turned to address the group and said, “I came by this blade by chance, but I didn’t win it! But yesterday, I was defeated, and the Darksaber was taken from me. Would this not then make it belong to the one who defeated me?”


Next to her, Sabine saw Bo-Katan tense up as she realized what was happening, but Axe Woves answered. “It would!”


Sabine turned back to Ezra and held the hilt out towards him. Ezra looked down at it and said, “Sabine… I can’t.”


“Yes, you can,” Sabine responded. “You have to , so you can move on. And we have a war to win. We’ll need you to do what none of the rest of us can.”


Ezra glanced up at her face and argued, “You’re asking me to be some kind of Jedi. To lead our people with this blade. I’m no leader. I can’t… lead our people to war. I was just preparing them for it.”


Suddenly, Lady Kryze stepped forward and said, “Meaning you were more of a leader than any of the rest of us. The kind of leader that Mandalore could use right about now. In the past, I’ve seen what a Mandalorian and a Jedi can do together. It’s the perfect duo. Perhaps now is the time… for us to have a Mandalorian Jedi again.”


Ezra looked at his mother, clearly affected by her vocal encouragement, and finally reached out to grab the Darksaber hilt with a shaking hand. He took it from her and held it up, then activated it. The blade dipped for a moment, which Sabine frowned at. Judging by Ezra’s expression, Sabine would think that it was unnaturally heavy for him, yet it had felt almost weightless to her.


Ezra lowered it down to hang by his side, his face still seeming uncertain. Then, his face turned to one of grim determination, and Ezra announced, loud enough for everyone to hear him, “I accept this sword. The sword that killed my mother. I accept it as penance for her sacrifice, and now it will strike down those who would threaten Mandalore, just as her killer did.”


Suddenly, the blade seemed much lighter in Ezra’s hand, and he raised it triumphantly above his head. The entire crowd of Mandalorians cheered at the sight, some of them firing weapons into the sky in celebration, knowing that they now had someone who could lead their kind to freedom from the tyranny of the Empire.


Sabine smiled at her friend, then sank to one knee and bowed her head in a show of subservience. Behind her, Lady Kryze did the same, and then everyone else followed their example, following the Mandalorian custom of kneeling before the Darksaber, but immediately Ezra deactivated his new weapon and stammered out, “Hey, wait a minute now! I appreciate it, guys, but please don’t bow! This is awkward enough as it is!”


Sabine chuckled at his joke and accepted Ezra’s hand when he offered it to her to help pull her back to her feet. He offered a hand to his mother as well, but she waved it off gently.


“No thank you, my son,” she said. “But if I may borrow you for a moment, I wish to speak with you privately.”


Ezra seemed confused but nodded and gestured towards the Absolution. Sabine gave him a concerned look, but Ezra just shrugged at her and followed after his mother dutifully.


 


Ezra POV


 


Inside the Absolution, Bo walked into the cockpit and waited for Ezra to enter before she closed the door behind them, clearly wanting complete privacy. Ezra sank down into the pilot's chair and spun around to face his mother, who sat in the co-pilot's seat, but did not face him yet, simply leaning back in thought.


After a brief moment of silence, Bo said, "Ezra, we need to talk about Wren."


Ezra leaned forward and said, "Alright. What is it?"


Bo hesitated for another moment, then said, "She seems to know everything about you. When you're around her, you seem even more comfortable than you do with me , and I don't like it. You've barely known her, really known her, for a few months. Before that, she was your prey, your enemy, and now you act like she's your best friend. And now I find out that you even told her about your mother? I need to know what she did that made you open up to her like this."


Ezra remained silent for a moment, then met his mother's gaze and said, "I trust her."


Bo shook her head. "So I've seen, Ezra, but what I don't understand is why. I knew her mother, and I respected her, but even Ursa's judgment is not without question. Sabine Wren was Dar'manda for seven years, and it's not wrong to assume-"


"So was I, Mom!" Ezra yelled out angrily, cutting her off.


She looked at him in shock and said, " That was a simple misunderstanding, Ezra."


"And so was hers!" Ezra countered. "Like I told you, she was saving us! All Mandalorians! She's saved my life several times. I spent years studying her, and I know her better than anyone, but you think I forgave her before I found out what she'd done? No. I knew every detail of her life, yet I still didn't know who she was until much later, and now that I do, I trust her. You should too."


 


Bo stayed sitting calmly in her chair through Ezra's rant, and at the end she narrowed her eyes at him. "What did she do to you? You've never defended anyone… anything this fiercely, and this is the second time you've reacted this way when someone questioned Sabine Wren's integrity. What did she do to my son?"


Ezra paused for a moment, then apologetically said, "I… I'm sorry, Mother. It's not her fault. I just… I don't know what came over me."


"She has a certain level of influence over you that I'm not comfortable with, Ezra," Bo said with a frown. "I can't tell what she's after from you, but I can tell she wants something . Yesterday, she woke up after your… incident, and she immediately proceeded to fight her way to your room, ignoring her own injuries to check on you. She wants something, and she needs you to get it. Our fortune, perhaps? Kryze is by far the wealthiest of the clans, but she is the heir to the Wren fortune, which is nothing to scoff at either."


Ezra shook his head and said with certainty, "No, she's not after money. I've studied her. She doesn't care about riches. She likes explosives, paint, meiloorun fruits…"


"All of which she could buy with our money," Bo argued. "If she were simply to win your favor and marry you-"


At that, all activity in Ezra's brain came to a screeching halt, and he cut her off by saying, "Wait, what?"


Bo looked at him distractedly and said, "By marrying you, the heir to Clan Kryze, she could come to possess our resources herself through your bond. It wouldn't be too difficult for her either, I imagine. She's bright, strong, creative, and a relatively pretty young girl-"


"Beautiful," Ezra cut her off again subconsciously, then reared back in shock at his own correction.


His mother looked at him with concern, then her eyes widened. "Oh, no. Ezra, what do you… feel when you look at Sabine?"


Ezra frowned. "Actually, I was talking to Trev about that just yesterday. I get some sort of tingling in my stomach, sort of like I'm sick, but it feels oddly… fine. Good, even. It happens every time I see her, but sometimes, like yesterday when I was watching her fight, it gets even more intense. Trev said that he knew the feeling, but hasn't felt it in awhile. I wanted him to explain it to me, but I got pulled into the fight before he could."


Bo looked down and cursed to herself. " Dank farrik . Ezra, that's not good."


Ezra's spine tingled and he asked, "It's some life-threatening disease, isn't it?"


Bo shook her head as she looked up at him and said, "Worse. You like her, Ezra."


"Yeah, what about it?" Ezra asked, waiting for her to get to the point.


She grabbed his arm and said, "No, Ezra. You like her."


Ezra just continued to stare at his mother for a moment, but then it finally dawned on him what she meant. A look of realization appeared on his face, and then it turned to a wide grin of pure joy. "You mean… I might love her? That's… that's…"


"Terrible," his mother finished for him. "Ezra, she's a former traitor! I had planned to find you the most suitable mate there was! You have developed feelings for a former enemy and an outcast! You can't be alright with this!"


Ezra just smiled at her and laughed with giddy joy. "No, Mother," he corrected her, "I have developed feelings for Sabine Wren, the most beautiful woman in the galaxy. I am absolutely great with this!"


He stood up from his chair and began to run out of the room, but then a horrible thought came to him. It drained all the sudden, newfound excitement out of him, causing him to freeze in place and slowly turn back to his mother. "But what if… she doesn't feel that way about me?" he asked with worry.


His mother sighed at him sadly and said, "I don't think you should pursue this crush of yours, Ezra. But if you must…"


She took a deep breath and continued, "Mandalorians face countless enemies throughout their lifetimes, yet our most dangerous enemy has always been the same. Ourselves. This is the one thing that we share with every other creature in the galaxy. Our self-doubt, our hesitation, our fear, they all can destroy us and leave us helpless to fight back, because they make us think that we don't want to. But your trial, my son, you will have to face it eventually, whether you are destined to win or lose. So if you must enter that battle, I can only advise you to do so in the way of the warrior: by seizing control of it and creating our own path."


Ezra stared at her for a moment, then commented, "You know Kanan Jarrus, that Jedi I mentioned? I think you guys would get along great. You both give lessons through long, inspiring speeches."


Bo snorted in amusement and ordered him, "Go."


 


Ezra didn't need to be told twice. Despite the joke he had made about his mother's speech, he had understood it well enough. She was telling him that he needed to take control of his fear and decide his own fate, rather than waiting and letting his fear control him.


And that was exactly what he intended to do.


He ran out of his ship and looked around for Sabine. Not seeing her anywhere, he went over to one of the soldiers who was doing target practice and said, “Hey, have you seen-” He didn’t even finish his question before the soldier recognized his voice and immediately pointed him towards the other end of the field.


Ezra thanked him and swiftly ran off in the direction he’d been instructed to go. Sure enough, he found Sabine there. Just as he’d suspected, she’d been quick to return to work, using her one good hand to load rockets into jetpacks. Ezra approached her and called out, “Sabine!”


She turned and smiled at him, then climbed back to her feet and said, “Hey, Ez. What did your mom want to talk about?”


Unfortunately, at the sight of her smile, Ezra once again found himself tongue-tied. He put his hands on her shoulders and tried to speak, but the words he wanted to say eluded him, and he struggled to say, “I- Let’s not talk about that now. I have something to… to tell you.”


She looked at his hands firmly holding her in place, then looked back up at him in confusion and said, “O…kay. What is it?”


Ezra opened his mouth to speak, but her shining brown eyes distracted him, and he only managed to stammer out, “When I… when someone finds something, that thing can be really… good. Amazing, actually. And I… think I found something. And it was really cool. I feel really weird, and it’s… just amazing. At first, I didn’t get it, but then I did, and it was-”


“Ezra,” Sabine cut him off. “Are you alright?”


He nodded his head, grinning madly at her, and continued, “Yes! I’m actually better than alright! I mean, I feel really sick, but in a good way! And I… I’m not making any sense, am I?”


Sabine shook her head at him, a concerned expression on her face, and Ezra sighed. “I’m sorry, I don’t know how to do this,” he said apologetically.


He took a deep breath and said, “Sabine. If I, hypothetically, liked you, as more than a friend, how would you react? If I knew that we’ve only known each other for a few months, but I thought-”


He suddenly caught sight of her injured wrist and reached out to carefully hold it, examining the damage. “Oh, Sabine. Did I do that? I am so-”


“Ezra!” Sabine loudly cut him off, pulling her wrist out of his hand roughly. “That is not the place to stop!”


Ezra’s eyes widened in realization, and he quickly amended, “Right, right! As I was saying, if I cared more about you than I… even knew what to do with. And I didn't realize it for a long time, but now… Hypothetically, if I asked you, would you feel the same way?”


Sabine remained silent for a moment, breathing hard, then asked, “Are you… asking me to marry you, Ezra?”


Desperately hoping, Ezra got down on one knee and answered, “Hypothetically.”


Sabine looked down at him, gulping nervously, then said, “If that was what you were asking me, then I hypothetically would say… I feel the same way about you. And… Do you want me to be honest?”


Ezra took her hands in his, elation rising in his chest from her reciprocated feelings, and said, “I hope you always feel like you can be honest with me.”


Sabine looked at him nervously and said, "Much as part of me wants to tell you 'yes', I don't know if I'm ready for marriage. But I think we could try… dating, maybe?"


Ezra frowned. "Dating? Like what Kanan and Hera do?"


Sabine nodded hesitantly and asked, "Would that be… alright?"


Ezra paused for a moment, then smiled and got back to his feet, leaning his head against hers in the Keldabe kiss and said, "That sounds wonderful."


Sabine smiled back at him and closed her eyes as she leaned into him.


 


Then, from behind them came a loud noise, and Ezra and Sabine quickly broke apart, both of them placing their hands on their pistols as they turned to face their attackers.


But it wasn't an attack. It was a group of Mandalorians, all lined up, clapping and cheering for the end of the show.


After a moment, Axe Woves, who stood at the front of the crowd, finished clapping and said with a smile, "That… that was beautiful, you two."


"How long have you all been watching?" Ezra demanded.


"Almost the entire time, and can I just say, your initial performance was absolutely agonizing to watch, Kryze," Axe answered, followed by a number of chuckles from the crowd.


"We didn't think you'd be able to pull it off," Koska commented.


Ezra angrily huffed out, "Is there no privacy on this planet?"


Axe shook his head. "None at all. If we didn't know everything that happens here, this wouldn't be a very good base, would it? But don't worry. It's better for a Mandalorian to stake his or her claim on a mate in public."


Ezra blushed and began, "I wasn't staking a claim on someone-"


"Yes, you were," Sabine corrected him, then grabbed his hand and said, "And so was I. And that's just fine. Stop letting them tease you, Ez."


Ezra glared back at his clan members, then ultimately just sighed and turned back to Sabine. "Alright, but can we take this somewhere more private? I'm going to need some explanation on this whole… new relationship of ours before we go any further."


Sabine smiled and began to pull him away, throwing a threatening glare over her shoulder when the other Mandalorians tried to follow them, and they instantly backed off. "Don't worry, Ezra. We'll be figuring this out together."


 


A/N: Long chapter, I know, but hopefully you all enjoyed it. Lots of fun stuff to pack into a single chapter, but whatever. The biggest thing though, I think, is the start of the romance! Now, as I mentioned at the beginning of this story, I have no idea what I'm doing with the romance, so please tell me what you all think. If it's bad at any point, please tell me (in a calm, reasonable way) and I will be happy to consider your points. If you have tips or suggestions, please feel free to share them with me. Thanks!
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Chapter 19


Sabine POV


It was still only early morning on Kalevala, before anyone had even woken up, when Sabine received a call on one of her messaging devices. A faint pinging sound woke her from her peaceful rest, and Sabine groggily moved to the desk in her room to answer the call. It was a communication from her family at the rebel base, the Spectres. As much as Sabine wanted to continue her rest and call them back later, they knew what time it would be in Mandalore Space right now, so whatever they wanted to speak to her about must be urgent.


She placed the comm on top of the desk and tapped its surface twice, which immediately caused it to emit a small blue hologram of Kanan. As soon as she answered the call, Kanan said, "Sabine. I'm sorry to contact you at a time like this, but I need to-"


Sabine waved her hand and cut him off with a yawn, "It's fine. Just tell me what you called about. Do you guys need my help?"


Kanan looked down at that, rubbing the back of his head with one hand and said, "Er… about that… I actually wanted to speak to Ezra, and you were the only person I knew how to contact to reach him. If it helps, I almost came in person rather than wake you up, but we're swamped preparing for the attack on Lothal."


Sabine frowned, too tired to even be angry, and muttered sleepily, "Wait just a minute. I'll go get him."


She slowly trudged her way out of her room and walked directly across the hall to knock on Ezra's door. To her surprise, he immediately answered, "Just a minute!"


Intrigued, Sabine opened the door to see Ezra, wearing only a pair of black long pants, doing a one-handed hand-stand in the middle of the room, seeming to defy gravity with his current positioning. Once again, the sight of Ezra shirtless made Sabine blush, but it was even worse with his muscles seeming more defined by his constant full-body exertion.


Luckily, it didn't last long, as Ezra yelped upon seeing her enter and called out, "Sabine!" Immediately, he seemed to lose his concentration and collapsed to the floor in a heap.


Sabine still stayed frozen in place as he groaned on the floor and told her, "You can't… just surprise me with a sight like that."


Frowning, Sabine looked down at herself in confusion. She was wearing her night clothes, a pair of shorts and a short-sleeved t-shirt with the Mandalorian mythosaur symbol painted on it, but she didn't understand what he meant. Feeling her hair with her hands and realizing that it was sticking up unnaturally from how her head had rested on her pillow, she grimaced and said, "Sorry, I just woke up. I didn't have time to make myself presentable."


Ezra quickly scrambled to his feet and walked over to her and said, "No, no! I just meant… You look amazing."


Smiling at his compliment but not believing it, Sabine said, "Ezra, it's fine. I know I look like a mess. Like I said, I just-"


Ezra suddenly placed his hands on either side of her head and pulled her in to kiss the top of her head, then looked her in the eyes. "You look beautiful," he told her firmly.


For a moment, Sabine was speechless. They had never done more than hold each other's hands or do a Keldabe kiss to show their affection, once without their helmets on, but Ezra kissing her head and giving her such kind words filled her with a new kind of warmth.


After a moment, she smiled and gently placed a hand on his cheek as she said, "Well… thank you. And you look very nice too, Ez."


Ezra smiled and pulled back before he asked, "So, what's up?" Sabine looked at him in confusion and he prompted, "You came in here, in the middle of the night. Did you want to tell me something, or did you just want to almost give me a heart attack at the sight of you?"


Finally recalling why she'd come in here, Sabine quickly answered, "Oh, right! Kanan called me, said he wants to speak with you. I have him waiting on the comm in my room."


She took his hand and attempted to pull him back to her room, but he didn't budge and instead pulled his hand from hers, causing her to look back at him in confusion. Ezra smirked at her and asked, "Can I… put on a shirt first?"


As she realized that he was indeed still half-naked, Sabine blushed once more as Ezra chuckled before he grabbed a long-sleeved shirt and pulled it over his head before following Sabine back into her room.


They entered the hologram's field of view together and Ezra said, "Alright, Master Jedi. I'm here. What did you want to talk to me about?"


The blue, miniature Kanan looked up at them and said, not answering his question, "Took you guys long enough. Sabine, I was worried that you'd forgotten that you left me here. Now, I don't know where you guys are staying, but I doubt your rooms are far from one another. How's she doing out there, Ezra? We haven't heard much from Sabine since she left."


Sabine saw Ezra look over at her as he answered, but she didn't meet his eyes. "She's doing great, Kanan. We're nearly ready now. Just another couple months to gather support and weapons and we'll launch our initial attack."


Kanan nodded and said, "Good. We should've already completed our attack on Lothal by then, so we'll see if we can send you some support. In the meantime, I thought there's something you should know."


"What is it?" Ezra asked. "Earlier today, I felt a tremor in the Force. I looked further, and I sensed Maul. He's on the planet Tatooine, and I think he's looking for an old Jedi Master that I previously believed was dead, one of the strongest and wisest in the Jedi Order: Master Obi-Wan Kenobi."


Next to her, Sabine saw Ezra tense at the name. Clearly, he recognized it, and it meant something to him. He remained silent for a moment, then asked, "And now you think that Kenobi may be alive?"


Kanan shrugged. "I don't know if I believe it, but Maul certainly seems to. I'm telling you this because… Well, I think Maul is having trouble finding him. In the Force, he felt… frustrated. A different kind of anger than usual. I thought the Mandalorians might want to know that their enemy may be wandering one of the biggest, hottest, and most barren deserts in the galaxy."


Sabine understood what he was saying and commented, "You mean to say that Maul's lost, alone, and tired, weakened by the desert. If we bring an army, we could take him down."


Kanan nodded but added, "But remember, even weakened, he won't make it easy. And if you can… Make sure there's a body. If the past has taught me anything, it's that Maul is a survivor. Spectre-1 out."


And with his message delivered, Kanan's hologram quickly disappeared.


Ezra POV


After Kanan vanished from sight, Ezra immediately strode quickly back to his room and began to remove his armor from its display stand and lay it out on his bed. He heard Sabine enter the room behind him and say, "Ezra, are we-"


"You may want to turn around, I'm going to be changing," he cut her off as he pulled out his black bodysuit. He heard Sabine shuffle a bit and exit the room quickly as Ezra continued to get into his bodysuit and armor at top speed.


As soon as he had it all on and put on his helmet last, he grabbed his belt of weapons and exited the room, walking out of the castle to his ship as he clipped his belt around his waist. He would leave a message for his mother to find in the morning, explaining where he'd gone. For now, he needed to be on Tatooine.


He entered the Absolution and closed the ramp behind him, not wanting to be followed, then went to the cockpit. He began the start-up sequence and input Tatooine as the destination, but suddenly he heard the cockpit door open behind him. His Mandalorian instincts immediately kicking in, he spun around, drawing and aiming one of his pistols at the doorway, but quickly lowered it as he saw Sabine standing there in her full armor, her arms crossed over her chest.


Confused, Ezra asked, "Sabine… how did you get on board? The ramp was closed."


Sabine tapped one of her vambraces and said, "These were yours. I have your secret codes."


Groaning as he got to his feet, Ezra responded, "Of course you do."


"What were you thinking, Ezra?!" Sabine asked angrily as she stepped forward, getting right in his face. "You were going to leave without an army? Without me?! You were going to face Maul all by yourself?"


Ezra nodded firmly and grabbed her by the shoulders, beginning to push her back out of the ship. "Yes, and I still am. Kenobi needs saving, and I'm the only one here that might not die in a fight against Maul."


"Sorry, but saying that you might not die isn't enough for me," Sabine responded as she planted her feet in place, refusing to let Ezra keep pushing her out. "Even if no one else does, I'm going with you."


Ezra scowled and said, "Absolutely not."


"What, you think I can't handle myself?" she questioned heatedly.


Ezra suddenly froze and looked down into her helmet visor, trying to meet her eyes, and explained, "I know you can. And so do you. That's what worries me. If anything would get either of us killed fighting Maul, it would be us underestimating him because we thought we could handle him when we couldn't."


Sabine reached up and removed her helmet before saying, "I can't let you get yourself killed, Ezra. We should just bring the rest of your clan."


He shook his head and said, "No. This is between him and me."


"And Kenobi," Sabine added.


Ezra winced at the name and Sabine added, "I saw how you reacted when Kanan said his name. How do you know him?"


Ezra growled out, "It doesn't matter. But Maul must not reach him. Last time… It doesn't matter."


Sabine finally seemed to reach her breaking point and shoved Ezra backwards from herself, pushing him into one of the deployment bay seats, and leaned down to tell him sternly, "Ezra, you'd better tell me who this guy is, or I swear…"


"Alright, alright!" Ezra said, putting his hands up in surrender. Sabine stood up straight and folded her arms, raising an impatient eyebrow at him, and he muttered to himself, "And I thought her mother was scary."


He looked up at her and took a deep breath before beginning, "Obi-Wan Kenobi." It was difficult for Ezra to even say his full name, but he pushed on, bowing his head as he said, "Master Kenobi was my father."


Sabine's eyes widened, and Ezra continued, "Last time Kenobi saw Maul, Maul got… angry, so he killed my mother in front of him. I would almost feel sorry for Kenobi's loss, except that Maul killed her a foot away from him, and he did nothing. Just… sat there. Kenobi let himself be taken prisoner after that, and my adopted mother Bo saved him, and he left Mandalore. And he never went back. Never tried to avenge my mother."


Ezra then looked back up at Sabine and determinedly said, "That's why you can't… go there with me. I'd take anyone else before I took you. Force-wielders can sense… feelings. Attachments. And I don't care what happens to Kenobi, but I can't let Maul hurt someone I… care about. Not again."


He continued to stare unwavering into Sabine's sympathetic face, but then she brought her hands to rest on either side of his helmet. Ezra quickly placed his hands on top of hers to stop her, but she continued to look at him until he relaxed his grip, and she slowly pulled off his helmet to reveal the tears running down Ezra's face.


He looked away, trying in vain to hide his tears, his weakness, but he couldn't stop them from flowing. The memory of his mother, the stress of his father possibly being alive, the unbearable thought of Sabine possibly getting killed. Ezra could feel only mixed emotions, sorrow, rage, and fear. He could only imagine what Sabine must think of him. It was unbecoming for a Mandalorian to cry, and she'd seen him break down twice now. Not to mention, he was supposed to be the strongest member of his clan, meant to be an example of strength, and he tried to be at all times. But being strong all the time… It was the hardest thing of all.


Sabine laid his helmet to the side and sat in the chair next to him, gently pulling him in to lay her head on his shoulder, and he laid his head on top of hers. He appreciated her trying to comfort him, but he wished she didn't have to see him like this.


From her place on his shoulder, Sabine quietly said, "I get that you want to protect me, and I'm grateful that you care about me that much. But as strong as we are individually, Mandalorians are stronger together. If you don't want to take anyone else, fine. But I'm going with you."


Ezra opened his mouth to protest, but Sabine pulled her head away from his shoulder and quickly stopped him by saying, "If you go out there and die, and I wasn't there to at least try to save you, that would hurt me worse than anything else could. I'd rather die fighting beside you than live without you, Ez."


Ezra wanted to continue arguing, but he just paused for a moment and ultimately just nodded silently to her. They both stood up and walked back to the cockpit.


As they entered, Sabine turned to offer Ezra his helmet, but he quickly surged forward and grabbed her by the shoulders before pushing her into the wall. He glared into her eyes and firmly ordered, "You need to promise me one thing before we go. You need to promise that you won't die."


Sabine, who had gotten a look of surprise when Ezra pushed her into the wall, now smiled at him with humor and said, "I promise. Now you promise me the same thing, Kryze."


Ezra hesitated for a moment, then said, "I promise."


Sabine nodded at him, but Ezra knew that both of them were aware that they may not be able to keep their promises if they were planning to face Maul.


Suddenly, as if on instinct, Sabine quickly leaned her head in closer to Ezra and pressed a quick kiss to his lips, then immediately pulled away, looking shy. "Sorry," she told him, "but I didn't want either of us to die before I did that."


Ezra remained frozen in place for a moment, processing what had just happened. Sabine had kissed him. A real kiss. On the lips. He had kissed her head this morning and nearly died from the nervousness rushing through him. But this was… so much more. Seeing that she was starting to look worried, when he didn't respond, he quickly said, "No! It felt… That was just… Wow."


Sabine giggled slightly at his reaction, then handed him his helmet and went to sit in her seat. Ezra stayed in place for a minute, his eyes following her, and before he could lose his nerve, he asked, "Are you sure I can't marry you yet? It'd only take a few seconds!"


Sabine didn't even look at him as she answered, "Not yet, Ez. But if you behave, I might give you some more kisses every now and then to keep you content in the meantime. Now, get over here and get us to Tatooine before I do it for you."


Grumbling unhappily, Ezra obediently went to his seat and guided the Absolution upwards and into space. He brought them to the jump point and launched the ship into hyperspace, heading towards Tatooine.


As they flew, Sabine leaned back in her seat and said, "Can I ask you something?"


Ezra paused for a moment and asked, "Am I allowed to say no?"


"Yes."


"Clearly you don't understand the power you have over me, because there is no way I can tell you no," Ezra sighed. "Go ahead."


Turning her head to face him, Sabine asked, "What were you doing in this room this morning? It didn't exactly look like sleeping."


Ezra cleared his throat and answered, "I was… practicing using the Force."


Sabine leaned forward once again, interested, and questioned, "Really? You've been using your powers?"


"It's preparation for the war," Ezra explained dismissively. He didn't like to talk about his use of his mystical abilities, but he could not deny that they had their uses. He'd found that he could make himself stronger and faster in addition to moving things with his mind, and this morning, he'd been experimenting with using the Force to do otherwise impossible gymnastic tricks, which had been to great success. He shouldn't have been able to lift his whole body with one arm like he had, but he had yet to face an obstacle that the Force couldn't be used to get around. Then again, such power required great concentration, and Sabine tended to draw his attention. But it was getting easier with practice.


Frowning in thought, Sabine asked, "Can you… see things the way Kanan does?"


Surprised, Ezra asked, "He sees with the Force? Well, that explains how he can still fight so well."


"So… is that a no?" Sabine asked hesitantly.


Ezra shrugged and decided to try it. Closing his eyes, he extended his senses in the Force. Another thing he had found during his experimentation was that after years of being shut up inside him, his powers were eager to reach out, extending quickly when he willed them to. However, this time he had no idea what he was doing, and his abilities seemed to know it, because he saw absolutely nothing. As usual, he could still feel the surrounding presences and feelings, particularly those coming from Sabine, but he definitely wasn't seeing anything.


Slumping in defeat and opening his eyes again, Ezra said, "I… Not yet, it seems. I can sense feelings and sometimes even read or control minds to some extent, but I guess Jarrus gets to keep his own thing for now. I don't know how this stuff works yet."


Sabine looked over at him and asked, "You can read and control minds?"


"Only if the mind is weaker, usually some grunt who's used to mindlessly following orders. Or just stupid," Ezra answered. "If I tried to control, say, you, I'd probably break your mind before I convinced you to obey me. Reading your mind would be easier, but it'd hurt if you fought it, though you may be able to keep me out by fortifying your mind and giving me pointless thoughts that I'm not interested in."


Sabine nodded in understanding, but Ezra thought that she still looked uncomfortable. Trying to ease her nerves, Ezra said, "Don't worry, Sabine. I would never pry inside your head. Even if I did, you'd feel it. I only tell you this because the Empire has their own supply of Force-wielders."


Sabine nodded once more and said, "Inquisitors. Kanan's met some of them. He even killed their leader."


Ezra nodded. "So I heard. The Grand Inquisitor's death was… surprising, to say the least. I didn't really know him too well, but everyone heard about it when he was killed."


"And of course, there's… the other guy. The Emperor's personal guy," Sabine said, paling at the memory of the only time she'd ever met the one that Kanan had called a Sith Lord.


Ezra shuddered and responded, "Oh, yeah. Everyone knows that one. I only ever saw him once, and his presence made me just... really uncomfortable. I'm just glad I didn't have to actually meet him."


Sabine shook her head, saying, "I keep forgetting that you were with the Empire. What else did you do with them?"


"Luckily, my assignment was personal, so I rarely got involved with the other Imps, soldiers or officers," Ezra answered. "But I followed everywhere you had gone, always one step behind you, just trying to gather enough information to predict your next move. It wasn't until you attacked Naraka Prison that I was successful. I waited at the prison, keeping an eye on Hondo Ohnaka, and watched your breakout."


Sabine raised an eyebrow. "You were at the prison?"


Ezra nodded an affirmative and said, "Yes. Your escape methods were… desperate, but also impressive. You took down an AT-DP with only one small external detonation and your Lasat friend's body weight. Most impressive, and I expected no less."


Sabine beamed at his words of praise, and Ezra smiled in response. They both did an excellent job of distracting one another from their impending confrontation with Maul.


The Old Master
Chapter 20


Sabine POV


When the Absolution landed on Tatooine, both Sabine and Ezra were immediately off of it, scanning the environment with their rangefinders for any sign of Maul. While neither of them really expected him to be right at their landing zone, they knew the Zabrak too well to put it past him.


Ezra had landed the ship in a part of the planet called the Jundland Wastes. It wasn't a very hospitable area, but Tatooine wasn't known for having very polite inhabitants. The place they were currently at was supposedly going to help keep Jawas (small, brown-robed and hooded scavengers common on many desert planets) from trying to scrap their ship, though Ezra had promised Sabine that the Absolution had a few surprises in store in case they tried anyway.


Looking around and scanning for life signs, Sabine said, "I'm seeing plenty of small wildlife, mostly womp rats, but nothing humanoid."


Ezra nodded and looked off into the distance before announcing, "I see a sandstorm at point six. It's blocking the exit to the canyon. I'd suggest we fly over it, but it's probably best if we don't use our jetpacks much around all this sand. We'll have to go through it."


"Terrific," Sabine said sarcastically as she used the zoom-in feature on her rangefinder to view the sandstorm Ezra had mentioned.


Just then, a large shape appeared in front of her, obscuring her view, accompanied by a loud, challenging yell. Sabine jumped in surprise and quickly put up her rangefinder antenna to see what was right in front of her, and she saw that her and Ezra had quickly been surrounded by a number of men in sand-colored cloaks and full-head masks and goggles, all of them wielding either long sticks or blaster rifles, and the whole group was yelling loudly in sync with one another, some sort of ringing, rhythmic sound emitted deep in their throats.


Immediately, Sabine and Ezra both activated their jetpacks and flew up on top of the Absolution to get out of reach, but the men, clearly some sort of primitive natives, quickly brought up their rifles and began to fire at them. Sabine activated her energy shield to deflect the blasts and drew one of her pistols to return fire, hearing Ezra do the same beside her, but the blasts hitting her shield shook her arm with every impact.


"Their rifles are powerful. These shields will overheat soon unless we get in close," Sabine called to Ezra in warning.


Next to her, Ezra absorbed a red blast of energy in his shield and said, "'Nothing humanoid', huh?"


Sabine rolled her eyes beneath her helmet and defended herself, "They weren't in sight when I said it!"


Ezra scoffed. "What, do they just sit on top of mountains all day to jump on unsuspecting travelers?"


"Are we going to fight them or what?" Sabine called impatiently as she heard her shield begin to whine under the continuous onslaught.


Ezra immediately dropped the humor and called out, "Rotating skies!"


Sabine nodded in understanding and activated her jetpack once more, deactivating her shield and drawing her second pistol as she and Ezra flew in opposite directions, one going left and the other going right. They hovered in a circle around the natives on the ground and rained down fire upon them with their blasters. The natives continued trying to shoot them, but hitting them in flight proved too difficult for them, and the panic on the ground as their numbers quickly began to drop didn't help.


In short time, the two Mandalorians had successfully cut the natives down to only a half dozen, who all dropped their weapons and scrambled over one another trying to escape.


Sabine landed next to Ezra on the ground once again and commented, "I don't suppose you thought to use the Force during all that?"


Ezra spun his blasters and holstered them as he responded, "No, I didn't. I have the Force. That doesn't make me a Jedi."


Sabine chuckled as she looked back into the distance at the sandstorm. "We should cover up our jetpacks before we go into that," she noted.


Ezra nodded and walked to one of the fallen natives. "Not to be disrespectful to the dead, but these cloaks are perfect for keeping sand out," he said as he pulled the cloaks off a couple of their bodies.


Shortly after, the two Mandalorians walked through the sandstorm without much concern. They had tightly wrapped up their jetpacks in the cloaks of the natives. They both used the same Imperial model jetpack, which was luckily very streamlined and thus easily covered up.


As they walked, Ezra called back to her, "Are you doing alright?"


Having had only one thing on her mind as they'd traveled through the storm, Sabine complained, "This storm is gonna seriously damage my paint job!"


Ezra paused for a moment and responded, "O…kay. Is that seriously your biggest concern? I can't see a thing in this."


"Don't forget that I'll have to fix yours as well, Kryze," Sabine warned, and Ezra groaned.


"I don't feel comfortable without my armor on. Couldn't I just fix it myself some other time?" he asked hopefully.


"Neither do I, and no, you can't," Sabine answered. "No one's touching my paint job except me. And if you try, I'll know."


Ezra remained silent after that, and Sabine guessed that he was scowling unhappily, but she didn't care. She was very possessive of her work, and frankly, she didn't trust Ezra not to mess it up if he tried to fix it himself. Everyone thought painting was easy until they actually did it, and Sabine wouldn't let him ruin one of her favorite masterpieces.


Ezra POV


They'd thought that the sandstorm was bad. What was worse was getting out of it.


Shortly after stepping out of the massive cloud of swirling dust, both Ezra and Sabine began to feel like they were baking inside their own armor. Tatooine had two scorching suns that beat down upon the planet at most hours of the day. Even the nights could be warm, but at least they were cooler than the daytime.


After hours of walking, as he noticed the suns preparing to set, Ezra suggested, "Maybe… maybe we should take a rest stop. Continue after the… suns go down."


Sabine leaned against his shoulder and responded tiredly, "Where are we… going to rest? There's nothing… around in any direction. If we stop… we might not get back up."


Looking around, Ezra noticed that she was correct. There was nothing but endlessly stretching dunes of sand in all directions.


Growling in frustration, he asked, "What was our plan here? Roam this desert until we accidentally run into someone else doing the same thing, then fight to the death?"


Sabine didn't answer, simply took a few more shaky steps forward before her legs fell out from under her, and Ezra fell down right next to her, their helmeted heads laying by one another in the sand.


"In this heat… our armor makes it too hot. We're gonna get heatstroke out here," Sabine said.


Ezra nodded in agreement, then turned his head sideways and pointed out, "The storm is coming our way."


Sabine groaned. "I'd love the shade, but we're going to get buried if we stay here."


Ezra nodded and began to pull himself to his feet, grunting from the effort, and offered a hand to Sabine to help her up, which she gratefully took. They walked on, relying on one another for continued strength.


Their progress was slow and nearly impossible to determine, and the sandstorm quickly reached them once more. Once they were back in the dust, they lost all sense of direction, but they continued to go on in a straight line.


After a while, however, Ezra began to question why they were even here. He didn't care about Kenobi. He didn't even care about Maul enough to follow him all the way out here. But he did care about Sabine, and now they might die out here because of his determination to do this alone. They were on their last bits of strength and had no shelter, no clear objective, no provisions, and no way of escaping this storm. Finally, they both collapsed to their knees and Ezra tried to protectively wrap his arms around Sabine, feeling her do the same to him.


In desperation, Ezra sent out his senses in the Force to anyone who might be listening and found a single, dimly glowing light not too far from where they currently were, and it was slowly coming closer.


Not knowing or caring who it was, only that it wasn't the Empire or Maul, Ezra latched onto it and forced a thought into their mind, saying, Please. Help Sabine. The last thing he did before he lost all strength was show the presence a clear image of Sabine. When he finally lost consciousness, he was satisfied to know that the image of Sabine might be the last thing he ever saw.


Line Break


When Ezra next opened his eyes, it was nighttime. It was surprising enough that he had woken at all, but what was even more surprising was the setting he found himself in. Large rocks had been dragged over to make a small circle around a campfire, and Ezra was laying against one of them, propped up against it and sitting on the ground. He quickly determined that his helmet was still on, hiding his open eyes, so he discreetly began to scan his surroundings without moving his head.


Sabine layed on the ground next to him, unmoving, but Ezra was relieved to see that her chest rose and fell. She was still breathing. The only other living creature in sight was a large green dewback that stood off to the side, a makeshift wooden seat on its back for riding.


He still had all of his weapons on his belt. In fact, there were no visible abnormalities present except for the fire.


Suddenly, a voice right across the fire from Ezra spoke, saying, "I expected many strange things to happen while I was here."


Ezra tensed slightly at the sound, preparing to quickly draw his blaster if necessary, but did not move. He didn't know who the voice was speaking to, but he wasn't about to let the speaker know that he was awake. The voice had come from a man in tan robes and a dark brown cloak with a hood over his head. Underneath the hood, Ezra could see that the man had a white beard with only slight streaks of auburn hair.


The man continued speaking as he calmly stoked the fire with a stick. "But I must confess, I didn't expect to see a Mandalorian in this place. Much less two. And certainly not one carrying that blade at your waist."


Finally, Ezra realized that the man was speaking to him, somehow already aware that he was conscious, and he looked at him fully. The man lifted his head and looked directly at him with piercing blue eyes.


Suddenly suspecting who the old man was, Ezra asked, "Kenobi?"


The man did not accept Ezra's claim, but neither did he deny it. He simply continued speaking, saying, "And above all, I never thought I would meet a Mandalorian that was Force-sensitive. You are quite the anomaly, my friend."


Suddenly in a rush to be going, Ezra said, "Master Kenobi, we're not… We're here for an old… acquaintance of yours."


"Yes, Maul is here," Kenobi said, seeming completely unconcerned.


Ezra frowned in confusion and said, "Er… We think he's here to kill you, Jedi. Thank you for helping us, but you really should be going."


"He does indeed seek my death, but I will be going nowhere," Kenobi said. "Maul is an old adversary, and a persistent one at that. Our confrontation has been a long time coming. We have been in a deadly cycle for many years, and now we are two old men still foolishly stuck in the same patterns. It is past time it ended."


At that time, Sabine stirred and woke with a groan. Her arms grasped at something that wasn't there, and then she glanced around in a panic for a moment before seeing Ezra and relaxing. She then looked over at Kenobi and her eyes widened. "Master Kenobi?" she questioned.


The old Jedi nodded and said, "Greetings, Sabine Wren. Now that you are both awake, I will help you on your way."


Ezra began to climb to his feet, only too eager to be going, but Sabine said, "Wait! Master Kenobi, we came here to help you."


"He thinks he can handle Maul, Sabine," Ezra told her.


"I will do only what I must. No more, no less. But I will not be leaving this place," Kenobi said adamantly.


"Why?" Sabine asked. "The galaxy could really use someone like you these days. Jedi are few, and the Empire is everywhere. I know you're scared, but we need you!"


"This Jedi is no fighter, Sabine," Ezra said, trying to discourage her from attempting to convince him to accompany them.


Kenobi frowned at him but told Sabine, "This Mandalorian's mind is well-guarded, but I sense that he doesn't like me much. But he's correct that my fighting days are all but done, and you already have all that you need to fight the Empire, Miss Wren. You were not brought here to help me. You were brought here for one purpose only, and that was because someone wanted to lure me out."


"How perceptive," came a familiar voice from behind Sabine and Ezra, and they turned to see Maul standing only a few meters away, glaring murderously at Kenobi.


The Jedi stepped forward and gestured for the two Mandalorians to climb onto his dewback mount. "Go, Mandalorians. Take my mount and go home."


Sabine drew both of her pistols and Ezra drew one of his own as well as the Darksaber, activating the black blade as he said, "We can take him together."


Kenobi turned to him and said sternly, "No. This is not your fight. It is mine. I will mend this old wound."


Even though Ezra had been eager to leave a moment ago, now he hesitated. It was not in his nature to run from a fight, but he felt that perhaps, in this at least, Kenobi may be right. Whatever dislike of Kenobi Ezra had, he believed that a warrior should be able to fight for his own honor. And maybe Kenobi would finally avenge Ezra's mother tonight, even if it was almost two decades too late.


Sabine looked to him to see what his final decision was, and Ezra nodded to her before they both lowered their weapons. Sabine walked towards the dewback and began to mount it, and Ezra turned to Kenobi before saying, "We're not leaving Tatooine until morning. If you don't get him, we will make sure he doesn't leave this planet alive."


Kenobi just stared into his eyes for a moment before saying, "I can't hear your mind, but I can feel your heart, Mandalorian. I can sense what you feel for your compatriot, and I heard your request when you were in the storm. You asked nothing for yourself, only begged a stranger to save Miss Wren's life. That is admirable, but if I may offer you some advice-"


"If this is about the Jedi's rules against attachment, and you're about to advise me to stay away from her, you can kriff off, Jedi," Ezra growled.


Kenobi chuckled at him and said, "No. Actually, I was going to say the opposite."


Confused, Ezra asked, "What?"


"A long time ago, I loved a Mandalorian woman more than life itself," Kenobi said with a faraway, grief-stricken look in his eyes. "When she… was killed, I thought I would be ready to see her die because of my beliefs in the Force. I wasn't. I once told her that I would've left the Jedi Order for her if she asked me to, and not a day goes by that I don't regret being too cowardly to do it myself. Or at the very least, to sacrifice my soul and unleash my full power in her defense. Maybe that would've saved her. I tell you this so that you know: Whether you know it yet or not, you love Sabine in a way that, sadly, few people are lucky enough to have. I know I am in no position to make any request of you, but please. I beg you, cherish the love you have, Mandalorian. Our powers are affected by our emotions, and if there's one thing I've learned in all my years, it is that love can make or break even the best of us. So promise me."


Ezra was stunned into silence to hear these words from Obi-Wan Kenobi, a man he had despised for his whole life for being weak and heartless. Suddenly, everything Ezra had ever thought about him seemed completely wrong. He stood up straighter and said, "I promise."


Then, Maul called out, "Are you almost done saying your good-byes, Kenobi?"


Ezra glared at the Zabrak, but at a glance from Kenobi, Ezra stood down and went over to climb onto the dewback behind Sabine, and she began to steer them back towards the canyon where their ship waited for them.


With Sabine steering, Ezra was able to look behind them as they rode away, and the last sight he saw before both Kenobi and Maul's silhouettes disappeared from sight was both of them drawing their lightsabers as the firelight went out, the shining blue and red blades easily distinguishable against the black, star-filled sky.
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The Owl House fluff and Angst!
Amity knew that something was off with her girlfriend far later than she called acceptable.
She should have known Luz had been hurting, especially for so long. It had been four days since Luz confided in Amity about her dad. Since the Bonesbourough Brawl, since their first fight/make up. They picked flowers together. They sent them to her dad.
Luz missed her mom. Amity knew that if it had been her in Luz's place, in a new world that she considered strange without her mom or dad, she'd be a little homesick. She was just impressed that Luz had held out this long. She had been on the Boiling Isles for nearly five months and she was just now cracking under the homesickness. But it had been three days since she really showed her vulnerability to Amity, and Amity knew that it was only a matter of time before her favorite person in the world really, truly cracked. With pressure from the Emperor building up, Hunter seemingly on every corner and facing the reality that she might never get to go home, Amity should have known that it was only a matter of time.
She was just beating herself up over the fact that she didn't see this coming sooner. It was only when Willow banged down her door at seven in the morning looking like someone had just died did she face herself with the facts.
"Willow?" Amity opened the door wider to let Willow inside, but the bigger girl didn't move. Her lip was trembling and her fists were balled at her sides. "What's wrong?" Willow audibly gulped.
"It's Luz." Her voice shook. "We don't know what's wrong, but Gus thought you might be able to help."
Amity was running out the door, Willow on her heels. Her staff was in her hands and she was zooming off in the direction of the Owl House at faster speeds than she could ever remember flying. She didn't know if Willow was still behind her. She could check later.
What was wrong with Luz? Was she sick again? Was it the Mold? Something worse? Amity had no idea how her most inconvenient and random illnesses would affect her precious human baby. Last week was bad enough with the Mold, but what if it was something worse? She was breathing almost as fast as she was flying, but she still couldn't see her destination. The Owl House was much too far away from everything to be legal!
This was Edalyn Clawthorn's house. Nothing Eda did was legal. Never. Ever. Her ability to follow the law was like Hunter's social media skills; Absolute zero. He texted like a boomer and thought that everything was black and white.
Amity didn't know what she'd do to help Luz when no one else could. They had only just started dating for Titan's sake! Their relationship was still on thin eyes, as Luz once said.
It felt like hours before the Owl House came into view. She felt bad for pushing her poor palisman so hard, but she and Ghost practically shared a mind; she could understand Amity's urgency. Amity's searching eyes quickly found her girlfriend in the front yard, throwing glyph after glyph at dummies made of sticks, leaves and branches. She was sure Hooty had made them for her, judging by the craftsmanship.
Amity landed quickly, a couple yards away from the blasts and explosions. She knew Luz had been experimenting, but she had no idea how much. The glyphs she was using weren't any Amity had ever seen before. Pure explosion glyphs, mud glyphs, water and air glyphs flew around Luz quite literally.
Eda, Gus and King stood just inside the house, watching from the windows. Luz didn't seem to notice them, or if she did, she just didn't mention anything. Amity hurried behind Luz and dashed into the Owl House. Luz seemed fine. She was just training.
"Gus!" She exclaimed as Willow came huffing and puffing behind her, slamming the door shut. How had Luz still not noticed them? "Willow said something was wrong with Luz. What is it?" Gus was furiously biting his nails and rocking back and forth on the backs of his heels. He looked up at Eda to explain. Amity turned her attention to the Owl Lady, who pinched the bridge of her nose with a worried sigh.
"Luz hasn't slept in three days." She sighed. "She's been blackmailing Hooty not to tell us, but King caught her slipping him a large bag of fire-bees in exchange for silence. King came and told me, and I threatened to cut off Hooty's letters to Lily for a month if he didn't start gushing. It's been over twelve hours, and so far she's evaded all of our attempts to get her to rest." Gus threw his hands down from his mouth with a leap.
"I saw in a human book once that humans that don't sleep for days at a time suffer from major brain damage and hallucinate! We can't do anything to stop her at this point. One more day and the book says she'll be gone forever!" Gus slid to the floor as Amity's heart froze. "A husk of who she once was, her mind forever obliterated from the lack of self care till she dies of starvation! And that's if dehydration doesn't kill her first!"
Amity's mouth opened and closed furiously. A husk of who she once was? No! Luz is the most important person in Amity's life! Amity didn't know what she'd do with herself if that happened to her sweet, excitable girlfriend. She turned on her heel and dashed out of the Owl House.
"Luz!" She cried, running over and throwing her arms around the human witch. Luz yelped and nearly fell over had Amity not steadied them both.
"Amity? What are you doing here?" Her words were slurred. Amity looked up from Luz's shoulder to get a better look at her girlfriend, but almost immediately wished she didn't.
Luz had definitely seen better days. Her hair was practically slicked back with grease, her face was pale as paper and she had bigger red-rimmed eye bags than Hunter 'The Golden Guard'. Amity placed both of her hands on Luz's shoulders, Gus' horrible words echoing back to her.
"You're going to take a shower and then go to sleep for twenty hours and so help me, Titan, if you fail to meet these simple commands that should not need to be issued, I can and will see to it that the sun will having a matching-sized bump on your head to keep you down while I shower you myself!"
Luz's eyes widened. She was breathing heavily from all her jumping around and running. Destruction was the only thing Amity could see of the front yard, and it showed in its creator. "But-but I need to-I have to train! I have to get back to my mom!" Amity sighed and shook her head.
"If it was me in your place, believe me, Luz, I'd be just as desperate as you are right now." She admitted, tightening her grip on Luz's shoulders. "But you'll never get back to her if you work yourself to death. You can't keep doing this, sweet potato. It's not healthy, and you're scaring me. Really badly. Gus says that bad things happen to humans that don't sleep. Please, come take a shower, and then we can get you into bed. You'll feel better if you take even a small nap, please?" She decided to push her luck. "For me?"
Luz was quiet. Then she bowed her head. "Fine." She mumbled. Amity squealed and pulled her into her arms tightly, then quickly recoiled.
"You smell like a garbage dump!" She exclaimed. "No offense, lindo pastel, but I don't think I can kiss you till you get a good shower in." Luz's white-sheet face flushed with color.
"Okay, okay." She relented. "I'll get in the shower. I'm going now." She didn't move. She was still standing in Amity's embrace. Amity tilted her head.
"Luz?" She called. Luz's eyes glazed over. "Sweet potato?" Luz jerked backward, her eyes snapping back to Amity. She took a single step backwards, but tripped over herself in the process. Amity yelped and lunged forward, catching Luz and yanking her back into the safety of Amity's arms. Immediately Luz leaned into her chest, a deep breath tickling her neck.
"I've got you." Amity whispered, wrinkling her nose fondly at her girlfriend's horrible smell. Was what with humans and being so weird? Luz leaned against Amity heavily.
"M'fine." Amity hadn't even asked if Luz was okay. Mostly because she already knew the truthful answer. "Jus'-jus' zoned out there for a bit." Amity sighed.
"Okay," She turned and shifted Luz in her arms, gently maneuvering Luz onto her back, piggyback style. "Let's get you inside. Don't worry Luz. I'm right here, mi amor." She didn't know what that meant, but it seemed to have a calming effect on Luz. She nestled her head on Amity's shoulder.
"I know." She whispered. Amity smiled softly as she made her way back to the open door of the Owl House to meet the very shocked faces of Willow, Gus, Eda and King. Even Hooty was looking at her like she had grown a third head.
"It's not like we've been trying to do exactly that for three days!" Gus exclaimed. Amity angrily shushed him, a hot fire arising in her chest.
"Three days?" She hissed. "How has this been going on for three days and none of you thought to mention this to me? Luz is my girlfriend! I care about her just as much if not more so than any of you!" Willow and Gus winced, but before anything more could be said, Luz reached over Amity's shoulder and slid a hand around her mouth.
"No more shouting." She mumbled. Amity sighed and hefted Luz higher on her back, still glaring at the others.
"Alright, shower first, then bed." She commanded, making her way to the stairs. She handed Luz off to Hooty, knowing fully well that she couldn't carry Luz up the stairs herself and met them at the bathroom. She sat Luz down on the side of the tub and pulled a stool over to the counter, next to the sink.
"Luz, come sit down." Amity turned to Luz, but her tired girlfriend didn't seem to have heard her. She was leaning against the wall, snapping her heavy head up every few seconds. Her eyes were glassy and vacant again.
"Aw, mi amor, I've got you." Amity gently helped Luz stand and guided her over to the stool. "How have you not passed out by now?" Luz chuckled deliriously.
"Cause I'm too busy!" She exclaimed. Amity sighed as she wrapped a towel around Luz's shoulders.
"Just lean back Luz." She gently pushed Luz backwards till her head was resting right over the sink. "You can close your eyes now. It'll be fine." Luz blinked up at her blearily.
"What are you doing?" Amity turned on the water, and it began to soak Luz's gorgeous brown hair.
"Washing your hair." Amity replied simply, reaching for the shampoo. "Shampoo twice, then condition. That's what you told me humans are supposed to do every day, right?" Luz nodded.
"I knew you were paying attention." She mumbled, closing her eyes. That made Amity feel worse. She was supposed to be an awesome girlfriend. She was supposed to be paying attention to the wellbeing of her girlfriend, not how much she washes her hair. What was wrong with her?!
Amity turned the water off, then poured the shampoo in her hands and slowly began threading her fingers through Luz's dark hair. She worked her hands slowly and thoroughly, not sure how she knew what she was doing, but she wasn't questioning it. She turned the water back on and rinsed the bubbles out of Luz's hair, then repeated the process again with another round of shampoo, then once with conditioner.
"Now that your hair is all washed, hop in the shower and rinse off quickly. But don't fall asleep. We can get you in bed when you're done. Okay sweet potato?" Luz hummed, and Amity left her to her own devices.
Ten minutes later, Amity found herself in the living room of the Owl House after exhaustedly explaining to the others how she got Luz into the shower. Suddenly King was on top of Amity's head and shrieking. "Luz is here!" Amity whipped her head around so fast King tumbled off with a 'weh!'
"Luz!" Amity called in unison with Gus and Willow as she rushed over with both mentioned witches.
Luz was wrapped in a fluffy robe, a thick towel over her head and covering her hair. The bags under her eyes were thick and dark, but she looked a little bit better now that she was clean. Amity wrapped her arm around Luz's shoulders and guided her back to the couch while Eda lowered the lights.
"Come sit down with us." The two girls flopped back down on the soft red couch. Gus latched onto Luz's arm and cuddled close to her, King curled up on her lap and Luz laid her head on Amity's shoulder. Eda curled up in the ottoman and watched her kids cuddle together with a smile on her face. Willow plopped down next to Amity and reached over her to grab Luz's free hand. Within minutes, all of them were asleep.
Big Sisters
Chapter Summary
An original Character that has been living in my head has decided to make herself known!
Chapter Notes
See the end of the chapter for notes 
"Run!" Luz shouted, pulling Gus along with her. The Golden Guard and a single Emperor's Coven guard were closing in on them. She didn't know what had happened to the other guards, but this one's uniform was a dark, dark purple and their cloak was black. Probably signaling a high rank, but Luz had never seen a guard dressed like that before. Eda said that she hadn't either.
But right now, even though Luz had promised herself that she wouldn't be caught with both Hunter and this strange guard earlier in her life, that promise was broken when she found herself, Gus, Willow and Amity running through the streets of the Night Market from those exact two people.
She squeezed her eyes shut as she pulled Gus behind a wall and reached into her pocket. She looked over at her friends, all huffing and puffing and looking at her for a plan. "Hold your breath!" She exclaimed. Her friends immediately grabbed for her and she slammed the glyph against her chest. The friends disappeared, and not a second later Hunter and the purple guard rounded the corner.
"Please tell me your sister is with you?"
"Mami, why would she? She-isn't she-"
"Where did they go?" The purple guard spoke. A woman. Hunter sighed behind his mask.
"I don't know." He grumbled. "We lost them. Again." The purple guard smacked him upside the head. Luz's lungs burned from oxygen deprivation as she and her friends inched away.
"Don't pin this on me!" She snapped, sounding playful. "I've never had to chase them before, unlike you. I've never lost them before, so you can't say that I failed again, when in reality it was just you." Hunter growled, but the other guard grabbed his arm.
"I was kidding." Her voice was lower now. Softer. "I'll tell the Emperor they knocked me out and you stopped to help me. We'll come up with something, don't worry, Hunter. It's gonna be okay." The voice sounded so young.
"I'll kill that girl when I finally get my hands on her!"
Luz whirled around the corner, and she waited till she could feel all of her friends behind her before she let her air go. Fresh, sweet air filled her lungs, rejuvenating her brain. Her friends gasped out quietly with her, trying to refill their bodies with precious air. She grasped Amity's hand and squeezed it. Amity squeezed her hand back.
"Oh bebe, I was just-I just hoped that, that maybe she was."
"Mama, you said she died."
"Luz." Amity pulled on Luz's hand. Luz gave in and followed her friends away from the two guards of the Emperors Coven. Away from Hunter. They could have been friends, if he just listened. Things would be easier. For both of them.
But Hunter said he was going to kill her. He was going to kill her. Azura had dealt with this before, right? Yeah, when Hecate swore she'd bring Azura down by any and all means necessary, even if it meant Azura's death. How had they ended up? Oh, they ended up as lovers. If they could do that, then Luz and Hunter could be friends.
"Bebe, listen, when Maria didn't show up at school, they pulled the footage from the train station."
"And you didn't tell me any of this?"
"I didn't want you to be burdened with it."
"So what really happened Mom? What happened to my sister?"
Luz held tight to her girlfriend's waist as they took off on her staff, flying in the direction of the Owl House. The House Luz had called home for the last two months. Home. With her found family.
Luz laid her head on Amity's shoulder and squeezed her eyes shut.
"The school called me, and we went through the footage. Maria got on the train. But she didn't get off. I saw her get on. But I watched that video nearly a hundred times. She didn't get off."
"So, so what could have happened?"
"It gets stranger, Mija. She took her things into a single compartment. She never left that compartment. Even when other kids came in and out. All those kids were questioned, none of them saw her."
"Could she have-maybe she jumped out?"
"The window was locked, Mija."
"You okay sweet potato?" They had landed
"She never even left that single compartment."
"Y-yeah, I'll be okay."
"Mami, why didn't you tell me this sooner? Did you plan to tell me at all? Maria was my sister!"
"Are you sure? You're looking a little pale. Is that normal for humans?"
"Mija, you have to understand. It was so close to your father's death, I didn't have it in me to do that to you."
"Just-just thinking about something my mom told me when I saw her again. It's nothing. Don't worry about it. I'm okay."
Her friends didn't look convinced. Luz slid off Amity's staff and made her way towards the Owl House.
"We're here for you if you need us, you know that right?" Gus asked, running to catch up with her. Luz pulled her lips into a tight smile.
"Yeah, I know."
"We know the visit with your mom was hard on you." Amity added, slipping her hand into Luz's as they walked together. "If you ever need to talk, we're all here for you. I'm here for you." Luz felt her facial muscles relax into an easier smile. A real one.
"I know." She repeated, meaning it this time. "It doesn't matter anymore. It hasn't for a long time. I'm okay." Amity sighed, pressing a kiss to Luz's cheek.
"There!" Luz whirled around to see the Golden Guard and his single purple lackey emerging from the forest. "We found them!" Luz held up her hands.
"Hunter!" She cried. "Please, just let us go! We-we'll go get Eda the Owl Lady!" Hunter laughed, lifting his mask.<
"There's no need!" He shouted. "We know she's powerless! She's got about as much magic in her as you do!" Luz balled her fists as anger filled her chest.
"Don't say a word about Eda!" She snapped. Eda was like a mother to her. She would not stand for anyone bad mouthing Eda. Eda had more magic in her than Emperor Belos, but that stupid curse messed with it. Her friends hefted their staffs, and Luz pulled her glyphs out and lifted her hood over her head, yanking hard on the strings so it closed up around her face and left just enough room for her to see. She didn't want to deal with this now. She couldn't deal with this now.
Hunter laughed, fitting his mask back on and pulling out his staff. The one with the palisman. The purple guard took a step back.
"Hunter-"
"Yes it's a palisman!" He snapped back at her. "But you won't tell the Emperor or I'll tell him about yours." The guard stood tall.
"I wasn't talking about the palisman Hunter. Those are kids." She quickly changed the subject. "Younger than us." Hunter groaned.
"That means very little in the grand scheme of things." He replied, dropping the palismen subject. "Emperor Belos wants them, so it's our job to deliver." The guard sighed, but kept quiet and pulled out her own blue staff. It was topped with a small blue and green peacock with tiny purple feathers.
Amity stepped in front of Luz and twirled her finger. A large abomination rose from the ground. Hunter swiped through it and became a golden blur as he ran at them. The purple guard plucked a single feather from her peacock. She held it in her hand and used it like a normal witch would use their finger to draw a circle and cast a spell. A large cloud formed above the group and descended on Gus. He shrieked and disappeared into the dark smoke.
"Gus!" Willow cried. She raised her hands, and plants erupted from the ground. They swatted through the smoke and dispersed it, then went after the purple guard.
Luz held up an ice glyph as Amity threw a wave of Abomination substance. The two matters combined into a swirl of deadly ice, tackling Hunter to the ground.
"Hunter!" The purple guard screamed. She was lifted into the air by Willow's vines, completely entangled. Her staff was on the ground, out of reach. Hunter looked up, enraged.
"Angel!" He shouted. He yelled and the Abomination/ice shattered with a glow of his staff. Blast after blast, he rained down on the group. Amity grabbed Luz and Willow, throwing her hands up to create a shield of purple. Luz pulled her hood down so she could gasp for breath.
"Gus!" Willow reached out, adding her vines to support the shield. Gus slid into the shelter. He looked so helpless. Luz pulled out a fire glyph and reached around the shield to fire at Hunter.
"Hunter! Stop!" The purple guard was on the ground and had her staff again. Hunter growled at her.
"They need to be taken into the Emperor!" He shouted.
"Hunter!"
The shield broke. Luz cried out as he grabbed her by the back of her shirt and held her by the point of his staff. Terror filled her whole being at the sound of her girlfriend screaming her name.
"I swore I'd kill you when I finally found you!" He seethed. There was so much desperation in his tired eyes. So much pain.
"Please-" Luz gasped. Hunter raised his staff.
"Goodbye, Luz the human!" He exclaimed. Luz squeezed her eyes shut. Eda and King were so close, but Luz would never see them again. Was Hunter really going to kill her?
The blow never came. Hunter cried out. Luz opened her eyes.
The purple dressed guard was holding the back of his staff. With one twist of her arm, she pulled the staff out of his hand and pointed it back at him, crossed over her own to form an 'X' over his throat.
"I told you to stop." She hissed. Hunter sputtered.
"Wh-what are you doing?" He demanded. "Give me back my staff!" The purple guard remained still as a statue.
"I've stood by and watched you do a lot of horrible things." Her voice was low. "But this is where I draw the line." Amity and Willow grabbed Luz by the arms and dragged her backwards. Gus was gone. Where'd he go? Amity held Luz tightly around her middle and Willow's staff was brandished in front of her, held tightly in Willow's angry hand.
Hunter stumbled backwards out of the imminent danger zone. The purple guard lowered the two staffs, but didn't drop hers or return Hunter's. "Why is this time so different? The Emperor wants the human girl, and I can't fail him again!" The purple guard raised her own peacocked staff and pointed it at Luz. Amity quickly shuffled in front of her and Willow shifted her hands around on her staff. Luz pulled more glyphs from her pockets, ready for use.
"I won't let you hurt that girl." The guard insisted, "Not while I'm still standing, not while I still have my staff." Hunter spluttered indignantly. Luz looked over at Amity with wide eyes.
"Why's she so special?" He repeated his question. "Why are you protecting her?" The purple clad guard turned her head to look at Luz and her friends, and Luz mustered a tiny wave. The guard looked down.
"Because it's my job." She replied. Hunter backed up, shaking his head.
"Your job is to help me serve the Emperor!" He protested. The guard stood tall.
"That's my second job." She snapped. "My first job is to protect Luz. I failed that years ago, but now that she's here, I won't let you harm a single hair on her head or so help me Titan, I won't stop until you're a pile of golden ashes!" Hunter froze. He took off his mask and let it fall to the ground.
"I knew it." He muttered. Luz had to strain her ears to hear him. "Everyone always leaves." The purple guard stepped closer to him.
"Hunter, just listen to me!" She exclaimed. "You have to know where I'm coming from! Luz is-she's my-" She looks like she's physically struggling to say it. "She naturally comes before anyone else in my world. The one time I put myself before her, I lost everything. I lost her for years. But I still love you, Hunter. I love you more than I've ever loved anyone in this world, but then Luz showed up and I can't stand by while you try to hurt her!"
"Then tell me why she's so special to you!" Hunter demands, his face turning red. Was he crying?
"It was completely unexplainable, mija. We don't know how she did it. Maybe we'll never know. She just-disappeared."
Maria?
The purple guard reached up to her own mask and hood. She pulled back on the hood, and a mop of curly, chocolate colored hair cascaded out. She took off her mask, and Luz thought that her heart would beat out of her chest right then and there.
"I've talked about my hermanita." Maria Noceda shook her head. "You know how much that word means to me. Hermanita in my native language means little sister. Luz the human was my baby sister long before you came into my life. Hunter, I love you, I always will, but that's why I can't let you do this. I won't let you hurt her. You'll have to hurt me to do it."
"MARIA!" Luz threw off Amity's arms and dashed past Willow. Maria turned around. Her face lit up into the biggest smile Luz had ever seen. She spread her arms and Luz jumped into them. Warmth encompassed her every cell and fiber of her being as her big sister -her best friend in the whole wide world- swung her around just like when they were kids. Little kids with no cares in the world. Tears flowed freely down her cheeks as she sobbed.
"Santa Maria I missed you, I missed you, I missed you, I missed you!" Broken Spanish hurled past Luz's lips in horrible sobs that hurt her chest, left her feeling achy and her throat dry, but she didn't care. Her big sister was here. Her favorite person in the whole wide world was holding her again, just like she used to; running her fingers through Luz's short brown hair that matched Maria's and their mothers, rocking her back and forth and crying and gasping and choking and-oh gosh.
"Mi preciosa pequeña mariposa." Maria sobbed. "I missed you too, more than you could ever know! I'm so sorry I left you, I didn't know how to get back, I had no way to come home! I would have, I promise, but I couldn't. Oh Luz, I'm so sorry!"
"Hey!" Luz jerked her head up to see Eda, King and Gus running at them. "Get away from my kids!" Eda's hand is glowing with a green glyph. It takes too long for Luz to realize what's going on.
"No!" Luz screams. She grabs onto Maria's arms, but the vines erupting from the ground tear them apart. Maria and Hunter both are lifted up into the air. Hunter looks so absent minded it's almost like he's dead, and it scares Luz.
"Luz! Are you okay? What did those witches do?" Eda slid to her knees beside Luz, but she just shoved past Eda.
"Let her go!" Luz cried, turning to Eda desperately. Tears were still streaking down her face and she was sure she looked like a mess. "You have to let her go! Please Eda, put her down!" Eda's eyes widened.
"You can put Hunter down too, please and thank you!" Maria yelled from twenty feet above them. "Hunter! Snap out of it!"
Eda held up another glyph, and the vines slowly lowered to the ground. No sooner had her feet touched the ground did Maria dash over to Hunter, shouting his name. She slid to the ground and cupped his face.
"Talk to me Hunter!" She exclaimed. "Shout at me, scream, say we're over, anything! I-I lied to you, I-I keep everything from you and I'm so sorry, please, speak to me!"
Hunter slowly reached up and took hold of her hands. "I know why you did it." His voice was quiet. "For what it's worth, I'm sorry for almost hurting her. I would've hurt you pretty bad if I went through with it huh?" Maria choked out a laugh.
"Y-yeah." She answered. "You would have. That's just how siblings work." Hunter closed his eyes.
"Yeah." Maria pressed her lips to his forehead. Since when had that been a thing? Luz's sister and the Golden Guard? No way.
"Don't think this changes anything between us." She said softly. Luz hurries over and hunkers down next to her sister, leaning in and getting a good nose full of her scent. Lavender shampoo. How had she managed to keep that smell after all this time? "I'm sure Luz can find it in her heart to forgive you if you apologize for nearly killing her. Right Luz?" She looked at Luz with a raised eyebrow and a playful smile. Luz nodded eagerly.
"Of course!" She exclaimed. "I forgive you Hunter!" Hunter looked up at her.
"But-I haven't even apologized!" Luz waved her hand dismissively and laughed.
"Yeah well, my big sister likes you. You're important to her, so that means you're important to me! Besides," She leaned in obnoxiously close to his face. "I've been meaning to make friends with you for a while now." Hunter leaned back, eyes flickering from Maria to Luz like a cornered animal.
"Uh, thanks?" That was definitely a question more than a statement. Maria pulled him into her arms.
"The same goes for me." She lowered her voice. "These young witches, wild magic, they're all important to Luz. That makes them important to me. I'm still your best friend, I'm still your number one fan, your favorite guard." She bopped him on the nose. "The only thing that's changing is I'm going to openly sabotage you if you ever try to kidnap my sister again." Hunter raised an eyebrow, but bopped her nose back in retaliation.
"But what about Emperor Belos?" He asked. "Maybe he really does want something good from her?" Maria's expression soured.
"If he wants us to capture her more than Eda the Owl Lady, I think it's safe to say that it's nothing good." She countered. She looked up at Luz, and Luz got to see her hero again. That gleam of determination that always came with a plan. She had always looked up to Maria. She was so smart. She always had a plan. She always knew what to do. "Luz, why does the Emperor want you?" Luz looked down.
"He wants to build a portal door leading back home." She admitted. "He wants Titan's Blood. He wants to get to the Human Realm, but I don't know why. It can't be good." She took a deep breath, then proceeded to tell Maria and Hunter what she knew about the Day of Unity. Eda walked over slowly and placed a hand on Luz's shoulder, and Amity sat down beside her and pulled her knees up to her chest.
"Whoa." Maria muttered, looking down at her wrist. An Emperor's Coven sigil branded her skin. "That's-a lot." Hunter shook his head.
"How can you be so sure that Belos is really trying to hurt the entire island?" He demanded, almost desperately. "He-he took me in when I was all alone. Wild Witches killed my parents and would have killed me, but the Coven saved me. They didn't have to do that." Eda crossed her arms and shook her head.
"They would if they had plans for you." She chided. "Wild Witches are just witches who want to practice more than one path of magic. The Emperor's Coven prohibits that. All they want is to practice their magic in peace. Unless your parents did something to really deserve what happened, Belos lied to you." Hunter squeezed his eyes shut.
"No, he wouldn't do that. Would he?" He looked up at Maria with such a painful desperation, Luz could almost imagine her sister cracking and telling Hunter what he wanted to hear. Instead, Maria's eyes filled with new tears and she reached up gingerly to touch her small, rounded ear.
"He knows that I'm not from this world." She whispered. "I told him that I wasn't from here. But when he asked if I was human, I said no. I asked him if there was a way to send me back, but he said that if I was here, then the Titan must have plans for me, and it was my duty to stay. He refused to help me. I think-" Her expression hardened. "I think that it would be best to side with my sister. She may get stuck in her own head at times," She reached over and ruffled Luz's hair. Normally, she would have been upset by it and swatted Maria's hand away, but she let her have this. Just this once. "But I trust her judgment. If she's in cahoots with wild witches, then there must be something there that we're not seeing." Maria looked up at Eda.
"Now pegs the question; should I stay with the Emperor, or can I crash with you guys?" Luz perked up eagerly and turned to Eda.
"Can she? Can she?" She pleaded. Eda raised an eyebrow.
"First you have to explain to me how you know this kid." She jerked her head to Maria. Lux clutched at her sister's arm quickly.
"She's my big sister!" She exclaimed happily, drawing in gasps from Eda, Gus, Amity, Willow and King. Seconds later, Maria was swept up in Hooty's coils with a screech. He was poking his beak around her neck and shoulders like he was sniffing her.
"Another human hoot hoot?!" He exclaimed excitedly while Maria screamed. "Hoot! She smells like Luz! Does she like tea parties?! I LOVE TEA PARTIES!" Luz laughed and stood.
"Yeah, she likes tea parties." She called. "Her name is Maria, and she's my big sister. Maria, this is Hooty. He's the house demon and one of my best friends!" Hunter shot to his feet.
"Let her go, now!" He pointed his staff at Hoot's face. Maria's screaming halted when she realized that she wasn't in any danger. Hooty curled around Maria again.
"Oooh! Are you her boyfriend, hoot hoot?" He asked excitedly, suddenly curling around Hunter. He shrieked and dropped his staff.
"Y-yes!" He shouted, twisting violently. "Now put us down!" Hooty's excitement increased tenfold.
"I just love LOVE hoot hoot!" He shouted, his coils squishing the two of them together. "You know, I helped Luz and Amity get together! I triple dog dare you to kiss her! But no cheap stuff, right on the lips, hoot hoot!" Hunter and Maria both turned bright red as Luz began to cackle.
"Go on and kiss my sister Huntie!" She shrieked. Hunter's red face turned white.
"Then will you put us down?" Maria asked. Hooty nodded eagerly. Maria looked at Hunter and shrugged.
"What have we got to lose?" She asked, a smile on her pinking face. Hunter rolled his eyes, but Maria kicked his legs.
"Do you not want to kiss me?" She demanded, her smile now forced. Hunter's eyes widened and he hurried to lean forward, kissing her lips eagerly. Hooty, Luz and King cheered, and no sooner did Hunter pull away did Hooty drop them. They crashed to the ground, Hunter on top of Maria. She oof'ed as he landed on her chest.
"Angel!" He yelped, shooting to his feet with the speed of a bullet and grabbing her hand. "Did I squish you?" Maria put her hand on his shoulder and took deep breaths, trying to gain her oxygen back. Luz drew a glyph from a paper in her pocket and tapped it, then blew. Maria and Hunter were both hit with a strong gust of wind, nearly knocking them both over, but helping Maria breathe nonetheless.
"What was that?" Maria demanded breathlessly. Luz smiled brightly and held up another glyph. "I can do magic!" Maria's eyes blew open wide.
"Wait what?" She exclaimed, dashing forward. "What is that?"
Luz happily explained her glyphs to her big sister and Hunter, who watched with equal fascination as Maria while keeping a good distance between himself and Hooty. He kept coming closer no matter where Hunter moved to.
Maria picked up her staff and drew a glyph in the sand, then pressed it with the bottom of the pole part of it. The light glyph glowed brightly and rose into the air. Hunter looked at the light like he was watching an angel descend from heaven.
"Why did you call her Angel?" Luz tilted her head at Hunter curiously. Hunter furrows his brows.
"Well, she told me that was her name." He replied, glancing at Maria, who suddenly froze, her face reddening with embarrassment. Luz hummed, unamused.
"Why did you lie to him?" She asked. Maria gulped, clinging to her staff.
"I-I didn't mean to." She mumbled, shifting her gaze from Hunter to Luz and back again. "I just, I had never met you before, and I was scared, and I didn't want to tell you my real name. You had magic, and I'll admit, it was terrifying. I mean, I've seen movies where the evil witches or sorcerers cast puppeteering spells on people just from their names. So I lied. I was flipping out, okay? I wasn't going to tell a stranger my name!" Hunter folds his arms and hums.
"Uh, okay, that's more reasonable." He replied. "But it's been four years. You could have told me sooner." Maria's face gained more color.
"I kinda liked being called Angel." She replied. "It was like Angel and Maria were two different people, and when I went back home, I could just slip back into Maria, and pretend that Angel was just my alter ego." She leaned on her staff, staring at the ground. "I wanted to pretend that everything would go back to normal when I went back home. I wanted to keep Maria separate from Angel, that way I could sleep easier knowing that nothing would ever change. Angel could grow and change and be as different a witch as she wanted to be, but Maria would always stay the same. The human, Dominican-American girl from Gravesfield who lived for her mother and baby sister, who spoke Spanish more than she spoke English. It was nice for a while. But now that you're here, I guess I can't pretend anymore." She reached out and pulled Luz close to her. "I haven't been Maria in a long time." Luz hugged her sister back fervently.
"Is Angel still my sister?" She asked timidly. She could feel Maria's arms tense around her.
"She is now." She whispered. "I am. I'm so sorry." Luz buried her face in Maria's shirt.
"Can-can I still call you Maria?" Maria chuckled. She was trying not to cry.
"Yes." She replied. "I don't think I've ever been anything other than Maria to you."
"Is that what you want us all to call you?" Willow called. "Maria? Hunter too?" Maria pulled away from Luz, who whined needily. Maria rolled her eyes playfully and pulled Luz under her arm.
"Hunter can call me Angel." She answered. "It can be like his nickname for me. Otherwise, the rest of you can call me Maria." Willow beamed while Hunter sighed, dragging a hand down the side of his face.
"This is so much." He muttered. Maria kissed Luz on the crown of her head and walked over to Hunter, pulling him into her arms and resting her head on his shoulder.
"I'm still me." She assured him. "Just with a little bit more baggage." Hunter chuckled dryly as he wrapped his arms around her.
"Baggage has never bothered me." Maria laughed.
"Only because you have so much of it." Hunter pulled away and slapped a hand over his heart.
"Way to use my childhood against me." He moaned. Maria giggled and cupped his cheeks to lean in and kiss his nose. He caught her lips in his and for a second Luz wanted to gag. Hunter the Golden Guard and her sister? She never dreamed.
When they pulled away, Luz grabbed Maria's arm. "How did you get a palisman?" She asked. "I mean, I know how Hunter picked Flapjack, but what about your little guy?"
Maria perked up. She held her hand out for her staff and the peacock palisman jumped off, springing to life and curling around Maria's neck. She reached up and scratched its head, earning a chirp of delight. Luz tilted her head.
"Wait, wasn't that cutie patootie with the other palismen during the adoption day?" She asked. Maria nodded.
"He snuck home with Hunter." She explained. "He came back to me to explain what happened. He needed my help to come up with a good excuse to Belos as to why he failed getting the palismen back, but halfway through his explanation, his back started wriggling, and this little guy jumped out from the back of his shirt and scared the crap out of both of us. He had fallen asleep there, it seemed." She nudged the peacock's face with her own, and the palismen creature hummed, nuzzling closer into her cheek. "He sniffed around for a bit, then launched himself into my lap and turned into a staff. Hunter looked like his soul had just left his body. It would have been hilarious had I not also been freaking out. Since then, I've been able to do real magic. I named him Azul, and I've been using his feathers to make spell circles. Watch." She held out her hand, and Azul raised his colorful tail. He flicked it, and a single long feather the size of a perfect magic wand floated out. Maria held it up to show to Luz.
She moved her arm in a circle, and sure enough, a golden spell circle traced her movements. She flicked the feather, and a wobbly abomination rose from the ground. It groaned and moved around for a few moments, then collapsed. Maria chuckled sheepishly.
"I've been working on it." She placed the feather back among Azul's large bush of a tail to scratch the back of her neck. "I'm not very good at it. But Azul is a very special palismen. I can do real magic with his help. But you, Luz. . ." Azul jumped off her shoulders and began to play with Flapjack, soon to be joined by Ghost. Maria placed her hands on Luz's shoulders.
"I kinda cheated the no bile-sac thing." She tilted her head. "You completely flipped the game board. I would never be smart enough to figure out how to do what you can do with those glyphs. I'm so, so proud of you, and I know Mom will be too." Luz beamed, warmth blossoming in her chest. Sure, she was a little jealous that Maria could do real magic with her staff, but she had her glyphs. She was her own witch.
She could live with that.
. . .
"What the actual ha podido recuperar is that?" Luz shrieked, dragging Hunter away from the boy floating in the sky. "Oh Dios mío, todas vamos a morir!" Maria clutched her arm in pain as she grabbed Luz's arm and shoved both her and Hunter behind her. Hunter cried out, golden lines arching their way up to his face, matching Maria. Willow, Gus, Amity and Luz looked like they were about to pass out.
Belos was dead. He was splattered against the wall of the throne room, nothing more than a puddle of ooze. Hunter was pale and shaking, not just from the Draining Spell. Maria struggled to her feet, gripping her forearm as she gritted her teeth. She would protect her sister and friends if it was the last thing she did.
But-this was a boy. He looked so young. Not any older than eight years old. He was so mad at Belos for lying to him, for using him, but he just wanted to play.
He turned to them, his multi-colored face splitting into a terrifying grin. "You guys look slow too. Do you need a headstart?" Oh chasquido, they were next. This boy was going to kill her. King was running towards them, but Maria had a different idea.
"Wait!" She held her hands out in front of her and dropped her staff. "We-we don't want to fight. Will you, um, do you want to play a game with me?" The boy-the all powerful Collector- tilted his head, his smile shrinking into a look of pure, child-like curiosity.
"What game?" He asked. Maria looked over at her sister, and an idea formed in her head. She turned back to the Collector and sank to her knees, beckoning him closer. He slowly edged over to her, sitting down in front of her. Maria held out her hands. It felt like she was lifting a fifty pound weight in the arm that sported her sigil.
"I used to play this one with my sister all the time when she was younger." Maria explained, trying to ignore the pure pain in her arm when she moved it. She felt so weak, so dizzy, but she had to keep moving. "It's called torillitas. That means patty cake. It's a game you play with your hands. See, you clap, then pat each other's opposite hand. Luz! Come here! We'll show you."
Luz looked like she would rather do anything than come closer to the cosmic child, but she inched over and sat down next to Maria. Just having her sister near her made Maria feel better. She held out her hands, and Maria clapped her hands.
They began the game, going slowly as to let the Collector watch and observe. After a few rounds, he bounced on his bum and gripped his feet excitedly.
"I want to play!" He shrieked. Maria smiled at him, his laughter was infectious.
"I want to play too." She replied. "But-I can't. I-I'm sick, kiddo. See that?" She pointed at the eclipse then to her arm, glowing with the horrible golden veins. "It's making me sick, and hurting me and my friends. That's my best friend, right there." She pointed to Hunter, limp in Willow's arms. "He's dying, and so am I. Can you help? Then we can play torillitas. Please?"
The Collector peered at her arm, then shook his head. "We can't play if you're sick." He hopped to his feet and cupped his hands around his eyes, then reached up to the sun. "Boop!" He jerked his arm to the side, and the moon uncovered the sun. Maria's eyes blew open, and Luz fell over next to her. Did that kid just move the entire moon with a single finger?!
But she felt better. The Draining Spell had stopped. The golden veins retraced back to the sigil on her wrist, and Maria could feel her strength returning. She looked over her shoulder, and Hunter was perking up like a child who had just been spun around at lightning speed. She wanted to coo at him, but the Collector plopped down in front of her again, ready to play.
"Better?" He asked. Now Maria could coo. She reached forward and grabbed the Collector in her arms holding him close.
"So much better!" She cheered as the boy froze, going stiff as a board. "Oh, did I hurt you? Are you okay?" She let him go, and he fell over with an oof! He sat bolt upright with wide red eyes.
"What was that?" He demanded, then wrapped his arms around himself. "That thing you did with your arms!" Maria furrowed her eyebrows.
"It's a hug." She explained. "It's- like a gift. One you give your friends." The Collector's eyes widened even more.
"We're, friends?" He asked. Maria let a small smile trace her lips as she nodded. "I liked that. I want another one!"
Maria complied, crawling over and scooping him up in her arms. She set him on her lap and wrapped her arms around him. "You're a little cutie, huh?" The Collector looked up at her
"Can you not let go?" He asked. "I like this." Maria looked at Luz, who's pale face was starting to stretch into a small smile of her own.
"Only if you want me too." Maria agreed. "We can still play the game with my sister if you want. It's a little hard when we're both facing the same way." The Collector nodded excitedly, and Luz sat down in front of him. She laced her fingers together and cracked them all at once.
"The name of the game is to start slow, then speed up till one of us messes up. Okay?" The Collector nodded eagerly and clapped his hands, then held them out.
They played a few rounds, the Collector messing up the most and squawking for a re-do. Finally Luz rolled her eyes and looked up at Maria.
"It's like babysitting." She exclaimed. Maria raised an eyebrow.
"He's literally eight." She chided. "So yeah, it's a lot like babysitting." Luz grinned and continued to play with the little boy.
"Oh my gosh." Willow crawled over slowly. "He's-so innocent." Maria nodded gently. He was slowing down in his game.
"Mortal bodies are so tiresome." He mumbled, leaning back into Maria's arms. "Literally." Luz bit her lip to keep from laughing while Maria rubbed his tummy.
"Is somebody getting sleepy?" She asked. The Collector shook his head quickly.
"What?" He shrieked, looking up at her in protest. "No! I'm not! I'm fine! If I go to sleep, somebody will come and lock me up again!" Maria looked up at her friends. Hunter cautiously made his way over to her and sat down.
"We-we're not going to let that happen." He assured the little boy. King hurried over and jumped on top of Hunter's head.
"I'm the last Titan!" He cheered, surprising everyone in the room, save for Luz, suspiciously enough. "No one has the power to lock you up except maybe me, and I don't want to, as long as you play nice with my friends and don't destroy anything!" The Collector looked up at King with wide eyes.
"R-really?" He asked, turning his gaze to the gathered group. "You'll-you'll really keep me here? With you? Right here?" He pulled Maria's arms tighter around his tiny body, and Maria tucked him into her chest.
"Really really." She assured him. "You can stay with us. We can be friends. That way we can hug all the time, and-and we can help each other." The Collector gazed at her with big eyes that shone with hope
"Pinkie Promise?" He asked, holding up his pinkie. Maria smiled.
"I pinkie promise to do my best to be your new big sister." She assured him, "And you pinkie promise not to cause trouble. You're too powerful for me to be able to handle. You have to help me, okay?" His eyes lit up.
"I promise!" Maria chuckled and linked their pinkies.
"Good. Now, you're my new little brother. So that means that Luz is also your new sister, cause she's my sister, okay?" The Collector smiled up at her, then to Luz.
"Okie dokie!" He cheered. Luz smiled nervously, and Maria couldn't stop herself from worrying. What if this was a terrible idea, and the Collector proved to be a huge issue, but Maria couldn't break her promise. She saw what happened to Belos because he broke a pinkie promise.
Looking over at Hunter, she knew he was thinking the same thing. Dios Mios.
"We'll be okay." She whispered, loud enough for everyone to hear. "We all will. We just-we have to stick together. All of us, okay?" Luz's friends nodded slowly.
"Okie dokie." The Collector snuggled into her arms, finally closing his eyes and letting his body rest, falling limp against Maria's chest.
"Why is he so precious?" She whispered. "And yet has all the power in the freaking universe?" Maria shook her head.
"I don't know." She replied. "But I guess he's my brother now." Luz suddenly turned and swept King off of Hunter's head, spinning him around and pinning him to her chest.
"King!" She exclaimed. "I was so worried!" King laughed quietly, keeping his volume at a minimum for The Collector.
Eda the Owl Lady had no such qualms. She burst in through the hole in the Head, shrieking like a banshee while Lilith soared in with Hooty on her back. Amity shot to her feet and threw her hands out, covering both approaching parties in Abomination goo.
"Quiet!" She hissed. "He's sleeping!" Maria had no idea what the Collector would do if he was awoken against his will, but she didn't want to know.
Eda froze, ripping the goo away from her mouth. "What's going on here?" She had lowered her voice to a near whisper, making her way forward. "Is that-?" Luz raced up to her and threw her arms around Eda.
"The Collector." She mumbled, pressing her face into Eda's stomach. King was perched on her shoulder and scampered up to Eda's, happily nesting up in her hair. "Somehow Maria got him to calm down and not destroy the world." Eda held Luz and King tightly, looking down at Maria with wide, unbelieving eyes. Lilith crept over to her and knelt down.
"He's- he really is a child." She whispered. Maria nodded.
"A little touch starved too." She added. Hunter leaned into her shoulder, placing his hand over hers, resting on the Collector's stomach.
"What do we do about him?" He asked. Maria shook her head.
"Why should I know?" She tilted her head at him. Hunter shrugged.
"You were the one that promised to be his sister." He replied. "And you somehow got him to chill out. You're the only one who seemed like you knew what to do with him." Maria bit her lip. He had a point.
"He-he needs to rest." She mumbled, feeling like her head was stuffed with cotton. "We gotta get him out of here. This is no place for a child. For any of us. Maybe back to the Owl House. Once people see the Collector, they'll listen to us and give Eda her stuff back. Or at least get a safe base to crash."
Eda and Lilith looked at one another. "The CATS headquarters." Lilith suggested. "Would that work?" Maria nodded.
"For the time being." She hummed, looking back down at the child in her arms. "It'll have to do." She gently scooped him in her arms and stood. The Collector mumbled in his sleep, his eyelids fluttering slowly. Maria stood still for a moment as he settled back down.
Eda took the Collector, Luz and King back to the CATS headquarters while Maria and Hunter ran to Darius and Raine's aid. Amity used her goop to get back to her father while Willow and Gus scrambled back to their dads as fast as they could.
Three hours later, they all met back up when the Collector woke up again. He wanted to do more playing.
"Do any of you guys know any other fun games?" He asked in rapid fire. "Why are we underground? I want to see the sun! I want to be free! I wanna play more games!" Maria was left to wrangle him.
"We'll go outside in a minute!" She exclaimed, grabbing his hands and swinging him onto her back. He yelped, but locked his arms around her shoulder and giggled in delight. "Then we can play some more games. But right now we have important stuff to do. Remember that Phillip guy that hurt you? He hurt everyone on the Boiling Isles, and we have to recover from that. We can't play any games till all our friends are okay. Understand?" The Collector hummed and rested his chin on her shoulder, pumping his legs.
"Okie!" He cheered. "I wanna help! Then we can play faster, right?" Maria laughed at her new little brother.
"Yeah, kiddo." She spun around quickly, drawing out a cry of delight from the little boy. "Then we can play faster."
They got to work, fixing up the Head, organizing the council and Coven heads and trying to come up with new leadership for the Boiling Isles. Once the people heard about the Coven System's true intentions and what Emperor Belos had truly been planning, they wanted out with it. Everyone wanted to get rid of their sigils as fast as they could. It wasn't until everyone had settled down for the night did the Collector speak up again. He and Maria were in Maria's room at the palace, which had been converted into a sort of hospital for people who were having a hard time recovering from the Draining Spell. Not much property damage had occurred; the biggest issue the Isles faced was the issue of government and leadership.
"Hey Big Sis?" The Collector was lying on his stomach on her bed, flipping through one of the children's books she had managed to find to keep him entertained. She had found many ways to make cleaning up fun and -to the bewilderment of the whole population of the Isles- made sure the Collector was happy and eager the whole time, only using his powers to help others. She had somehow taught him how to be an actual child, and not a celestial being in the span of only a day.
At the sound of his voice, Maria looked up from her sewing. She loved sewing, and was currently stitching a blue shirt. "Yeah?"
"When we were in that dirty town, why did you want me to help with that house? There were already a bunch of people dealing with it." Maria tilted her head.
"My mama has this saying, whenever she would ask me to help clean up with dinner. 'Muchas manos hacen trabajo liviano.' It means, 'Many hands make light work.' The more people that help with a project, or a chore, or a service, it means that the people who are already working have to do even less than before. Like, you fixed the roof with just a snap of your fingers. That meant the people already there didn't have to spend another three hours fixing it. It meant a lot to those people. They told me that you were a huge help and they really appreciated it." The Collector smiled, then frowned.
"Wait, you said your mama told you that?" Maria bit her lip, but nodded. "Your mommy? Where is she? Is she okay?" Maria was still for a moment, and the Collector knew he must have hit a nerve, because he backed down. "I'm sorry, was that a naughty question?" Maria shook her head and set down the shirt she was making and made her way over to the bed. She sat down next to the Collector and placed a hand on his back.
"My mama is okay." She sighed. "She's just, really far away. Where I can't reach her. I haven't seen her in a long time. Like how you were in that In-Between realm for a long time, I've been in this realm for a long time." The Collector sat up and took her hand, placing it on his head to indicate he wanted a head-rub. Maria complied, running her hand through his soft white hair.
"Are you not from here?" He asked. Maria shook her head again.
"My sister Luz and I are from the same place Philip was from." She explained. "The Human Realm. My sister has only been here for a few months, but I've been here for six years. For a human, that's a really, really long time. I haven't even been able to talk to my mommy. I miss her very much." The Collector perked up.
"Well, I can help you." He offered. "Bully Philip did all the hard work to fix the portal, but if I just had some of King's blood, just a drop, then I could get the door working forever! Then you and our sister can go home, and you can show me your mommy!" Maria's eyes widened.
"You'd do that?" She asked, standing. "Are you serious?" The Collector stood on the bed and placed his hands on his hips.
"I can do anything!" He cheered. "You and Lucy are my sisters, so-so we share a mommy, right? Mine too?" Maria swept the boy in her arms and held him tight, her eyes burning with tears.
"Yeah," She assured him, "she's your mommy now too. Because you're my brother." The Collector pulled away from her and cheered.
"Then we can get the portal working again tomorrow!" He exclaimed excitedly. "Then we can go home and see Mommy!" Maria smiled through her tears at the idea of seeing Mami again.
"We-we call her Mama." She corrected him, her voice cracking. "Or just Mom. Mami when we're feeling sentimental. I'm sure she'll-" Her voice caught from her tears. "She'll love you. My dad always wanted a son. I wish he could have met you. You'dve liked him. He loved playing games." The Collector tilted his head and furrowed his white eyebrows.
"Where is he?" He asked. Santa cielo, she didn't want to do this. She didn't want to explain that her Papi was gone. But the way this boy was looking at her, so concerned as he held her hands tightly, she had to.
"He-he passed away just a few days before I came here." She explained. "He got really-he was really sick, so he died. The next time I saw him, I couldn't take it. I ran into the woods to cry, when I saw Belos-Philip- in my reflection in a pond. He pulled me in, and I haven't left since. I don't-it took me three years to actually come to grips with it. I'm not exactly over it like Luz is."
The Collector blinked, then leaned forward and hugged her. "Am I doing this right?" He asked. "Is this right?" Maria wrapped her arms around him tightly.
"Yeah." She choked. "Just perfect."
They held each other for a moment, then went to bed. The next morning, they broke the news to Luz, who excitedly told all of her friends that she was going to get to go home. They all wanted to meet the famous Camila Noceda, and together they were able to get the portal working. King gladly gave a few drops of his blood to get the permanent portal working, and the Collector was able to restore it to its former glory that Eda had known.
He held Maria's hand as Luz led the kids through the forest to the home Maria had only known for a few months before Papi passed. Hunter let him ride on his back so he didn't have to float when he got tired of walking, and Maria was able to hold Hunter's hand when Luz knocked on the door.
It was another moment before it opened. Mami stood in her scrubs, having just gotten home from work. Her hand flew to her mouth as soon as she saw Luz, her eyes widening and filling with tears.
"Oh baby-" She threw her arms around Luz and pulled her close to her chest, and Maria knew that tears were streaming down her face, but she couldn't find it in her to wipe them away.
"Mami." Luz sobbed, clutching her mother's shirt tightly. They stood in the doorway for a moment before Camila finally pulled away and stepped to the side.
"Come in!" She exclaimed, her face already red and eyes were blotchy. "All of you." Maria ducked her head as she passed her mother. Luz needed her moment with Mom. After all, Maria was the one who ran away from Mom.
"I missed you so much, Mom." Luz hugged Camila again. The Collector wriggled off of Hunter's back and hurried over.
"Hi Mom!" He cheered, launching himself at her and attaching himself to her. Maria yelped and Camila and Luz cried out in surprise.
"Uh, baby?" Camila looked at Luz. "Who is this?" Luz giggled, her tear-stained face cracking into a small smile.
"This is Collector." She explained. "We kind of adopted him. Well, Maria did. I just went along with it cause he's cute. He's the reason we were able to get back home. He's all powerful, you know. Like a freaking god. So now you've got a god for a son, Mom!" Camila blinked at her, then looked down at the child wrapped around her middle.
"Uh, Maria did?" She asked. "Did-did Maria-is she okay?" The Collector looked up at her with a big, goofy smile.
"She's great!" He exclaimed, pulling away from Camila and bounding to Maria. He clutched her leg like a stuffed toy. "She's my favorite big sister! No offense Lucy, I still love you." Luz blinked, stunned. Maria laughed nervously as she knelt down next to the little boy and stole his cap to ruffle his hair. He yelped and lunged for it, apparently finding it more fun to try and get it away from her physically rather than use his powers. She reached up and Hunter swiped the cap from her. The Collector pounced on him in a way not unlike King when he wanted something out of his reach. The adorable boy grabbed onto Hunter's waist and began to climb. Hunter shrieked and fell over. In one final act of defiance, he tossed the cap in the air. The game of monkey in the middle began. Hunter, Luz and Amity on Team Witch and Gus, Willow and the Collector on Team Middle Monkey.
Maria was left on her own to stand and make her way over to her mother. Camila's eyes were refilled with tears, and she silently reached out to cup Maria's face.
"Oh my baby girl." She whispered. "You're so beautiful." Maria choked a sob.
"I missed you Mami." She mumbled before her mother pulled her into a very, very tight embrace.
The family was back together again.
Chapter End Notes
So Maria was trapped in the Boiling Isles a few years before Luz was and picked up by the Emperor's Coven. Don't worry to those of you who don't like original characters, I'm not intending to bring her back soon.
Touch Starved (Hunter/Willow)
Chapter Summary
Hunter and Willow fluff and angst time!
Hunter sat bolt upright, breathing heavily and erratically. One hand flew to his chest, feeling his galdor stone heart pounding furiously against his rib cage. It wanted out. It wanted to stop being so afraid. Hunter wanted that too. 
Sweat beaded on his forehead as Hunter stood shakily. He needed to get out of here. He needed to breathe. He couldn't breathe. The basement felt so stuffy, the air so stale. It stuck to his throat, creating a parchment so horrible it felt like he had just swallowed a gallon of sand. His chest was constricting, something hard, cold and heavy was settled in the center of his core like a stone he couldn't dislodge, slowly suffocating him as it pressed harder and harder on his lungs.  
He flung the blanket off of him and climbed out of his sleeping bag after dislodging himself from them after a few panic filled moments. Immediately he was hit with the feeling of being cold. The absence of the warmth provided by his bed made him almost want to get back in, but he couldn't. He needed to get out of here. He needed to breathe.  
With one hand still on his chest, Hunter stumbled over to the stairs of the Noceda basement. Suddenly Flapjack was at his side, in staff form. Hunter gratefully grabbed onto him and let Flapjack carry him up the stairs to the bathroom. Hunter's socked feet hit the ground, and it was like his vision faded into black and white. He held his arms out to steady himself on the wall. His head spun. Why was he so tapped out from a silly nightmare? 
Then Flap was there, resting on Hunter's shoulder and nuzzling his cheek. Hunter appreciated the comfort, but it did little to ease the freezing, crushing weight in his chest. He reached the bathroom and turned on the sink. He stuck his bare hands in the cold water and shivered violently when he splashed it against his face.The overwhelming feeling of being so cold was welcoming against the crushing nothingness that threatened to take him. He was dizzy, his head hurt. Hunter squeezed the sides of the white sink and tried to anchor himself before going back for another splash, pointedly avoiding looking into the mirror. 
Flapjack chirped in protest, still on his perch on Hunter's shoulder. He shook himself dry for a moment before stretching up high to rub his soft head against the back of Hunter's ear. Hunter immediately moaned at the contact and closed his eyes, leaning into Flapjack's soothing touch. Of course Flapjack knew his weak spot. He had been the palisman to his predecessors, and they were all made of the same materials. The Selkidomous was extremely weak when scratched on the backs of their heads, and Hunter was created from their scales. Of course he would have a weak spot as well. It must have been the same for all the Golden Guards of the past.  
The sensations spreading from Flapjack's movements behind his ear were calming, easing the cold knot in his chest. 
"What would I do without you Flap?" Hunter whispered, still gripping the sink tightly. Flapjack chirped again, louder this time. For a moment, Hunter worried that he would wake the others. Not only that, but his chirps sounded three times as loud as they really were due to the pounding in his head. "H-hey, Flapjack, not so loud, okay?"  
Flapjack chirped again, thankfully quieter, and flew away. Not even seconds later, a warm arm encircled his shoulders. 
"Hunter?" Hunter flinched harshly, and the person holding him only tightened their grip. But instead of feeling trapped, like when Belos put his arm around Hunter, he only found a sense of comfort in a grip he knew very well. "What's wrong?"  
"Willow?" Hunter cursed his shaky voice. There was no way he could pretend he was fine if his voice kept cracking like this. He could hear a faint buzzing sound, and knew that Clover was nearby. His little traitor of a palisman had alerted Clover, and Clover had woken Willow. He really loved that bird, but sometimes he wanted to strangle him.  
Willow's other hand found his wet cheek and tilted his face to look at her. Her thick green hair was loose and tangled around her shoulders, her glasses had a slight fog on them and she was dressed in a fluffy yellow robe that Hunter knew Camila lent her. She looked like she had just rolled out of bed, and yet looked wide awake. "I'm right here sweetie." Her voice was soft and encouraging. Hunter could listen to her talk all day. It was what he preferred to do anyway. But his head was pounding. He wanted to deal with this in solitude. It was what he usually did. He was fine. Or, he would be.  
Hunter turned his gaze back towards the sink. His head hurt so badly, and he was still freezing. He just hoped he wasn't shaking too badly.  
"Hey, hey, sweetie, I need you to look at me." Willow shuffled a bit and turned his head again so they made eye contact. "Hi. Wanna talk about it?"  
Talk? About his silly, childish nightmares? With his crush? The person he most wanted to view him as indestructible, as someone who was sturdy as an oak tree, who couldn't be wavered. Not like this. He couldn't stop the blush from spreading across his cheeks as he gazed into her eyes. So deep green and vibrant, filled with knowledge and untold power. He could stare at her forever. . . 
"Hunter." A small shake to the shoulders brought him back to reality. Willow's green eyes were brimming with worry. "We're gonna go to the living room, okay? You need to sit down. Can you walk?" Hunter blinked, slowly processing his words.  
"Y-yeah, I can." He straightened, shoving all the pain to the back of his skull. "I was just using the restroom, then headed back to bed. Sorry I woke you." He made to leave, but Willow grabbed his wrist tightly.  
"Hunter." She repeated his name, it rolled off her tongue in a way that made his name sound so different. He liked it when people called him by his given first name. He had spent so long just being called 'Golden Guard,' 'Little Prince,' 'Kid', or 'Nephew.' It was nice to hear his name. It was pathetic how much he craved hearing it.  
"Hm?" Hunter asked, exiting the bathroom. Willow followed and looped their arms.  
"I want to go to the living room." She insisted. "You should get some water, and I want some too. Come on." Hunter couldn't protest as she dragged him to the living room. He felt too out of it to try and fight her. What was the point?  
She sat him down on the living room couch and hurried into the kitchen. Hunter watched her disappear, then leaned back in the cushions just as Flapjack fluttered back to his shoulder. Hunter reached up and absently began stroking the little bird's red crest. Flapjack chirped happily, and that made Hunter happy.  
Then Willow was back with the water. She handed him the cold glass, then reached over the side of the couch to pull the blanket off the backrest. She draped it over Hunter's shoulders, bathing him in warmth. He smiled at her gratefully as she sat down beside him with her own glass. He held out one arm and wrapped the blanket around her as well. Willow smiled gently and leaned into his chest. He hoped she couldn't see his red face in the darkness. 
"Thanks." She said softly. "Do-do you want to talk about what happened?" Hunter took a sip of his water, letting it wash down his throat and clear out the bitter taste in his mouth.  
"It was just a silly nightmare." He waved her off. "Belos, the Day of Unity, death, the usual stuff. I'm used to it. It fazed me more than it should have tonight, that's all."  
Willow tensed next to him. She took a big gulp of her water before setting her glass on the floor next to the couch and turning her body to face Hunter. Because they were sharing the blanket, they were already very close. Hunter prayed that she couldn't see his red ears and cheeks. But instead, her expression was full of concern and her brows were pinched.  
"Do you have nightmares that often?" She asked. Hunter bit his lip.  
"I wouldn't say they're nightmares, more like, not good dreams." He replied. He had them all the time as a kid, but Belos always told him that it was normal, so Hunter stopped questioning it. But Willow looked stricken.  
"Hunter, why haven't you told anyone?" Hunter leaned back.  
"Because I didn't want to worry anyone." He admitted. "I didn't want to seem weak or anything. I should be able to handle these, but-but I can't sometimes." Willow reached out and cupped his face.  
"Nobody will think you're weak." Her voice was soft and so, so gentle. "Nightmares are never easy. Especially if you've been having them a lot. Before the Day of Unity, I've never had a nightmare. But since we've gotten to the Human Realm, I've had so many I lost count. But Luz told me that if I ever had one, I could wake her up and talk about it. That's what I did, and I don't get them anymore. What you've been through is absolutely horrible. I'm not surprised that you have nightmares. Any other person would have broken under the pressure you've been fighting your whole life. It's okay if you need to crack every now and then. You have us to patch you up. We always will. I always will."  
Hunter blinked, the knot in his chest tightening. "But, I-I thought that was normal." Oh Titan his voice sounded so broken. Willow tilted her head, her glasses catching the moonlight from the window.  
"To have nightmares?" She asked. Hunter nodded, and Willow's face crumpled. "Oh sweetie, how long have you been having them?" There was that nickname again. 
"Uh, ten years, I think?" Willow was silent, her eyes widening. "What? I thought everyone had them. Un- Belos said not to worry about it, that it was normal." Willow said nothing. Then a single tear slipped down her cheek. Then another. "Willow?"  
"It's not normal." She whispered. "Hunter, I had no idea. I'm so sorry." Hunter found himself unconsciously leaning into her touch, furrowing his eyebrows.  
"For what?" Willow squeezed her eyes shut.  
"Nightmares aren't something you're supposed to have every night." She explained. "I never had nightmares before the Day of Unity." Hunter looked down. Was he seriously that messed up? Was it because he was a Grimwalker? 
"I-I'm sorry." He told her. Willow brought their foreheads together. Her skin was so warm, and Hunter was still so cold. He wanted to wrap his arms around her and hold her close to him and feel her soft-looking curves and never let go- 
"Don't be." Willow's voice alone made his face flush harder. "I'm sorry I didn't notice sooner. You barely get enough sleep as it is. Nightmares are the last thing you need."  
Their lips were inches apart. Hunter wanted to lean forward, do something, anything , to be closer to her, but he didn't want to scare her off. He had no idea what to do in these kinds of social situations. Or any social situations.  
"So-" Hunter moistened his lips, his eyes fluttering closed. "What should I do?" One of Willow's hands left his face and crept down to his chest. She didn't answer, and Hunter felt her soft lips brush against his. Just barely; inviting him to come closer. Extending him an offer.  
Hunter leaned forward and caught her lips gently. He had no idea what to do, but Willow seemed to know. She took the lead, moving her hand from his face to the nape of his neck and keeping the other on his chest. 
It felt like nothing short of fireworks going off in his brain, reverberating around his entire body as his nerves shot off in all different directions. Willow's hands were warm, raising goosebumps on his arms and neck that he was sure she could feel.  
He had no idea what he was doing, instead choosing to let his instincts lead. He and Willow seemed to move together. Her lips were soft and pillowy, her nose brushing against his was warm.  
"How are you so good at this?" Willow whispered against his lips. Hunter allowed himself to smile before she came back in. Hunter reached forward and cupped her face with one hand and used the other to straddle her waist. Willow hummed softly.  
Hunter had never kissed anyone before in his life. Titan, he couldn't remember if he had ever been kissed at all. Belos certainly never gave him that kind of physical affection.  
"What was Flapjack doing when I got in the bathroom?" Willow asked softly, pulling away. Hunter never wanted her to let go, he never wanted to separate, but he couldn't let her know that. Was he seriously that touch-starved? 
Yes, confirmed a small voice in the back of his head that sounded suspiciously like Luz.  
"Wh-what?" Hunter's question came out as a breathless mumble. Willow had left him in complete shambles. Willow smiled, then pecked him on the lips.  
"You're so cute. I asked what Flapjack was doing when I found you in the bathroom? It looked like you liked it." Hunter blinked.  
"O-oh, I just have this weak spot behind my ear, and Flapjack thought that rubbing it would help, so he did. That's all." Willow tilted her head, her eyes gleaming.  
"That's adorable." She cooed. "Flapjack is so sweet." Hunter chuckled.  
"He's the best friend I've ever had." He replied. Willow smiled, squeezing his hand.  
 "I understand." She bowed her head. "Clover just, gets me, in a way no one else could. I don't understand how anyone could throw her away, you know? She ended up with the Bat Queen, and that was how I found her; through Palismen Adoption Day. Flapjack too." Right on cue, the two Palismen perched on the shoulders of their human counterparts. Clover buzzed happily and nuzzled Willow's cheek. She laughed and reached up to stroke the large bee's abdomen. Clover's buzzing sounded like a deep purring, and Hunter laughed softly at the sound. 
Then Flapjack rubbed his head behind Hunter's right ear, and Hunter allowed himself to revel in the soothing sensations it brought. He tilted his head back and bit back a sigh. He blinked his gaze up to the softly colored brown ceiling above him, tracing the patterns of the lightbulbs. Flapjack's soft feathers felt so good. . . 
He heard Willow chuckle. He could still feel her warmth radiating from her body at their close distance, the blanket still wrapped around them cloaking Hunter in a feeling of safety, and love and home. "You're like an adorable little cat." Willow's arm slid around his shoulder as she leaned into the shoulder Flapjack was perched on. Hunter hummed. The only positive affection he had ever gotten in his life were a few sparse hugs from his new friends, and some soft nuzzling from Flapjack. This thing going on with Willow was the most connection he'd ever gotten. He wasn't complaining. He liked her in a way he'd never liked anyone before. And as much as it scared him, he leaned into this feeling like it was his anchor in the raging storm that was his mental state.  
  Then Willow used the hand that was wrapped around his shoulders to reach up and gently stroke the back of his left ear, and suddenly Hunter was finding it very hard to stay awake. All his thoughts scattered, and he leaned bonelessly onto her with a small, breathless exhale and rested his head against hers. Flapjack chirped mischievously and Clover buzzed in approval as Willow rested her free hand on his stomach. He felt like he was floating. 
"My papa used to say that belly rubs helped calm a raging mind." She whispered in his ear. Her hot breath washed over his skin and fell down his neck, raising goosebumps. A small gasp left his lips. Willow chuckled, pressing her own lips to his. She began rubbing circles into Hunter's stomach, and his breath caught. Willow pulled away from him to kiss his nose.  
"See?" She asked, tilting her head with a smile on her face. "I was right. You look so cute when you're flustered." Hunter opened his mouth, but nothing came out, so he closed it. Then his mind changed, and he tried to speak again. Again, nothing came out, so he closed his mouth again. Willow laughed softly.  
Then she kisses him again. She's tilting her body so her back is facing the door to the kitchen instead of the back of the couch. Her hand is cupping the back of his head instead of his ear, but her thumb is still rubbing circles behind it. She's gently pushing him backwards, and Hunter lets her. He's total putty under her touch.  
Willow leads him into a lying position on the couch, his head on the armrest while she squeezed in half on top of him and half in between the couch and Hunter's body. Flapjack adjusts his footing on Hunter's shoulder and tweets happily. Hunter lets out a small, breathless chuckle at his palismen. He was warm. And comfortable. Willow drapes the blanket over the two of them and settles against his chest before bringing her hand back to his stomach.  
"Go back to sleep, sweetie." Her voice is so soothing and soft, her gentle touch behind his ear lulling him into unconsciousness. She presses her lips to the side of his neck. "I'm here with you. It's alright."  
And Hunter believes her. 
Echo and Eclipse
Chapter Summary
Another original sister is here for a visit! I'm not sorry
"Hey, Luz!" Luz paused in her stride to locate the source of the call. Next to her, Amity tightened her grip on her hand. There are people everywhere, all dressed in different Halloween costumes, so it was hard to recognize anyone. "Luz!" The two girls whirled around.  
"There you are!" Luz exclaimed, letting go of Amity to throw her arms around her newest friend. Ellie Clip, the strange senior girl at Gravesfield High who for some reason took a liking to Luz and invited her to eat lunch with her and her cool senior friends. "I was wondering where that voice was coming from!" Ellie laughed and hugged Luz in return, then pulled away and raised a playful eyebrow. She was dressed in a full out cowboy costume that looked extremely real. Ellie had always had the cool stuff at school. The newest gadget and tech and supplies that always left others jealous.  
"I'm loving the Azura costumes." She gestured to Luz and Amity with a smile. "Matching huh? Luz, is this the famous Amity Blight we've heard so much about?" Amity flushed as Luz lit up and drew her closer.  
"Yep!" She chirps. "My awesome girlfriend!" Amity gave a small wave, and Ellie grinned broadly.  
"It is a pleasure to meet you, Hecate." She bowed deeply. "I do hope I can find grace in your presence." Amity blushed even harder as she elbowed Luz.  
"I like this one." She muttered. Luz and Ellie laughed, then Luz linked her arm with Amity and clapped her hands together.  
"So, where are the others?" She asked. "No one should be alone on Halloween!" Ellie bit her lip and crossed her arms, suddenly looking unsure.  
"I-I told them that I would meet up with them later." She answered. "I'm-looking for something." Luz tilted her head and Amity narrowed her eyes at the suspicious behavior.  
"What are you looking for?" She asked. "Maybe we can help you?" Ellie shook her head.  
"That's the thing." She hummed. "I don't know what I'm looking for. I just-I have this feeling that I need to find something. It's close by." Suddenly her head jerked to a dangerous tilt. Luz jumped, mostly at the sudden blank expression on Ellie's face. She was just a couple months older than Hunter, but sometimes Luz was positive she was actually much, much older given the haunted look in her eyes. She got like this sometimes; Luz had only seen it once. Her friends said it had been happening more and more over the past few weeks. They didn't like leaving her alone for more than a few minutes because of it. Luz waved her hand in front of Ellie's face.  
"Uh, Ells?" She called. "You okay?" Ellie flinched like she'd been electrocuted, her eyes wide and blinking owlishly.  
"What? Oh. I-I'm fine. I gotta go. I think I just found what I'm looking for. Thanks Luz. Amity. I'll see you guys." She nodded her cowboy hat at them and hurried off. Amity turned to Luz with furrowed eyebrows.  
"Is she going to be alright?" She asked. Luz hummed, watching as Ellie disappeared into the dark, foggy woods.  
"Yeah." Luz muttered after a minute. "If something bad happens, her friends know to track her phone. This isn't the first time she's run off like this." Amity tilted her head questionably. Luz sighed. "Ellie was in an accident before she came to Gravesfield. Gained some head trauma that really messed with her. Lately it's been worse than it's ever been, according to her friends from the last three years. Besides, if something bad happens to her, her friends will know how to find her. We can all ping her phone for this reason." Amity bit her lip, but nodded and left the matter to drop.  
Hunter did not. He insisted that Belos was back. He dragged Luz alone into the forest, and as she chased after him, a part of her was wondering if she would find Ellie in here.  
Instead, they found a grave yard. Hunter stood beneath an arch, the map torn at Luz's feet. Flapjack was nowhere in sight.  
"Hunter?" She called, nervousness pricking through her blood like needles. "Where-where's Flapjack?" Hunter was facing away from her, but turned his head just enough so she could see the side of his face.  
"I'm not sure." His voice had an edge to it that she hadn't heard in months. The confidence in words that spoke about unsurety sent shivers down her spine. "Help me find him?" Luz eyed him warily, but nodded and sent out to find the cardinal.  
She found him quivering behind a single headstone. Flapjack looked up at her with his single eye shining with pure, unadulterated fear. Fear gripped her own heart as she knelt down and gently scooped Flapjack into her trembling hands. The poor palisman was shaking like a leaf in a storm, only fueling her own fear. But Hunter was here, and Hunter was strong. He had always been able to protect Luz when she couldn't protect herself. If something was wrong then- 
She heard it before she saw it. A whooshing sound alerted her to a large projectile hurling directly at her. Luz rolled out of the way, her Azura wig and hat falling to the ground when she came back up, only to see Hunter prowling over her, his arm a sludge of sickly green.  
Belos' curse. She thought with horror. "Hunter!" She shrieked. "What are you doing?" Hunter stalked forward with a confidence she had never seen in him before, even when he himself was confident in Belos' position as the good guy and what he was doing as truly the Titan's Will.  
But Hunter's eyes were glowing blue. The pupils were a horrible pulsing color of light blue that made Luz want to vomit. Her brother couldn't see her. He was gone. Where did he go? Flapjack turned to a staff in her hands, and Luz held it at the ready, prepared to defend herself against her best friend as he chuckled venomously.  
"Where's Hunter?" She demanded, stepping backwards. Hunter (No, Belos, Luz had to remind herself! Hunter wouldn't scare her like this!) continued to advance. The shadows surrounding them clouded his face, save for the horrible blue glow of his eyes. His head tilted to the left, and a single crooked antler like that of a deer erupted from his hair which seemed to grow rapidly in the presence of the antler. He jerked his head to the right, and another antler even more crooked than the last one burst from his rapidly growing hair. It barely grazed his shoulders. When he stepped back into the moonlight, Luz backed up so fast she nearly tripped.  
"Oh dear Luzura." Belos' voice was soft, yet filled her with a bone chilling terror. "He can't hear you. And I thought that this one would be rendered useless. He wasn't the first one to rebel, you know. But he was the first one to actually have a plan when he did so. Well, I suppose he didn't, he was just more charming than the others to have already made some friends to take him in."  
Now she was angry. "Hunter is a living, breathing person and I know he can hear me!" She shouted, desperation leaking into her voice as she tried to sound as scary as possible.  
"Luz?"  
Luz and Belos whirled around to see Ellie standing just a few yards away on the other side of the archway. She was pale and her cowboy hat hung around her neck. Her two braids were askew like she had been frantically running her hands through her hair. "What's going on? Who is that?"  
Luz wanted to shout at her to leave, to run and hide before Belos tried to kill her too, but Belos didn't seem too inclined to let Luz speak. He took a step forward and tilted his head.  
"Oh, I don't believe it." He mused, sounding- awed. "Elise Caswell. You're still around." Luz furrowed her brows. Who's Elise? Ellie apparently knew, as she immediately began shaking.  
"Ellie, why did he call you Elise?" Luz asked. Ellie looked at her helplessly. 
"I-I don't know!" She cried, but Luz could see right through the lie. But her friends decided they would choose that moment to show up.  
"Hunter!" Willow's shriek tore through the air. "Let him go, you freak!" Luz turned to see all of her friends gathering at the beginning of her ice bridge, staves ready and drawn. Mom's baseball bat was out and brandished like she was going to hit a home run with Belos' head.  
Belos himself reared back and prepared to strike. The icky green curse took hold of his arm and spread, covering it in a horrible green slime and lunged towards her friends. They scattered and jumped on their staves to fly away while Camila and Vee dove out of the way.  
The battle began. Spells were shot at Hunter, trying not to hurt him, but trying to prevent him from hurting them. He has the Titan's Blood. And Hunter. He's not letting go of either. Luz tightened her grip on Flapjack and used Hunter's signature dash move to get close enough to wrap her arms around his middle, squeezing him tight.  
"Hunter, please!" She cries. "Please, fight him! I know you can hear me! I know you're still in there!" But Belos simply throws her off of him. Luz crashes onto the ice bridge. The cold surface seemed to burn her bare skin and palms as tears filled her eyes.  
But Flapjack was still there. Pecking at Belos' antlers and tweeting desperately. Amity grabs Luz's arms to prevent her from running back up. "Flapjack! No!"  
Suddenly Belos has Flapjack in his grip. "Such a pathetic little thing." He cooed venomously. "I never liked you anyway. I always knew you were a terrible influence on Caleb. Now look at you. Driving even my most loyal grimwalker away from me. You've worked up quite the reputation, you wretched bird. I will take great pleasure in disposing of you." Luz's blood ran cold. Hunter would never forgive himself if Flapjack died in his hand.  
"NO!" 
Belos grunted. He winced, then froze. Flapjack twittered in alarm, but Belos still wasn't moving. He grunted again. "H-how are you brats doing this? Release me at once!" Luz looked around at all of her friends, all of whom looked just as confused as she did. None of them were keeping him still.  
The whole graveyard was still as Ellie walked out from the shadows, her arms outstretched towards Belos with a terrified expression on her face. Her fingers were splayed in different levels of crooked hooks as they trembled. 
"Leave the boy alone, Philip." She snapped, her voice quivering. "Please. He doesn't deserve this." She moved in front of him so he could see her, and his glowing blue eyes widened.  
"D-Dove?" He asked shakily. "Elise, how are you doing this?" Ellie's arms shook.  
"I've discovered a few things in the last four hundred years." She replied. "Now get out of the boy and show me your real face, you coward." Belos growled at her. The curse had begun to wriggle. "Do it yourself, or I will."  
"And how do you expect to remove me from the grimwalker without hurting him?" Luz stiffened. If her friends hadn't picked up on the name the first time Belos said it, they definitely would now. Judging from the way Amity held her tighter, she was sure her girlfriend had understood.  
"Grimwalker?" Willow whispered, her hands moving to cup her mouth. "Hunter. . ." Ellie tilted her head and raised one of her arms. Belos cried out and fell to his knees. Flapjack soared away from his grip and zoomed back to Luz, who held the tiny cardinal close to her chest.  
"It's like opening a book with two pages stuck together." Ellie grunted, visible sweat trickling down her face. "You just have to be gentle, use a little force and you can pull them apart quite- easily!" She threw her hands, and Belos screamed in pain. The horrible green curse made of that horrible green slime was ripped from Hunter's body to form a horrible green puddle on the ground. It shifted and shuffled as it stacked and solidified to form a horrible green monster. One with pocked skin made of that horrible green substance with glowing blue eyes and antlers.  
Ellie bolted forward to catch Hunter before he hit the ground. Seconds later the grass began moving and vines grew from the earth. They surrounded Hunter's body and swept him away from Ellie and towards the ice bridge, now reinforced with solid vines and tree bark. Willow held her arms above her head and gently brought Hunter down into her lap. Luz gripped his face once he was settled and couldn't keep the tears from flowing.  
He was covered in scars. Where Belos' curse had once been was now dark pink and bumpy, marring his skin like someone had splattered him with paint and forgot to wash it all off. "Oh Hunter-!"  
"Luz." Amity shook Luz's shoulder. "Look!" Luz obeyed slowly, lifting her gaze back to Belos. The hulking monster was towering over Ellie, who looked as though she was about to pass out from fright. Her hands were out in front of her to defend herself, but Luz didn't know if she even knew how to defend herself. She didn't use spell circles, and both she and Belos had hinted at her being over four hundred years old, yet she didn't look a day older than sixteen.  
"You've changed, Elise." Belos hissed drawing closer to her. Ellie slowly backed up, trembling head to toe. "You've-gained abilities." Ellie balled her fists in front of her.  
"Yeah," She replied. "Figured them out about three years after you and Caleb left. You wouldn't believe how angry I was when I realized that I could have actually helped you guys. It still terrifies me, but I have a feeling that if I had gone with you, you wouldn't have ended up as- this." Belos growled.  
"I was so close, Dove." He cooed. "So close to my goal. I was going to wipe out all the witches that plagued the universe, and I was going to come home to you. I had hoped you would still be here, that I'd be able to find you. And here you are. You didn't leave." Ellie dropped her arms.  
"I've been here for over five hundred years, Philip !" She snapped, and Luz's jaw dropped. "Of course I'd still be here. I just never thought I'd see you again. It's been so long, and humans don't typically live that long." Belos crept closer still. Luz thought she was going to gag. What was their dynamic here? She loved lore, but this was getting too much.  
"I fought as hard as I could to get back here. Back to my homeworld. And you. I knew I would find you eventually. I had faith." Ellie stepped backwards again.  
"You've-changed, Philip." She exclaimed nervously. "Killing a whole population? Being a witch isn't a crime where they come from. Being human should have been their crime against you! How could you have actually had the guts to go through with that?" Belos didn't seem to realize that she didn't want to touch him, as he kept advancing on her.  
"Because witches darken the world. They are monstrosities; monsters and creatures of chaos and destruction. I spent countless hours in library after library searching for a curse like yours and how to cure it, but nothing I found ever yielded any fruit. I tried, Dove. But magic proved to be as useless as it was unnatural." Amity's grip on Luz tightened in anger.  
Finally, when Ellie had backed herself up into the pillar of the archway, she stomped her foot. "Don't you get it? When a woman walks away from you it means she doesn't want you to come closer!" She made a shoving motion, and Belos was thrown into the opposite pillar. The Titan's Blood fell from his grasp. "No!" He scrambled for it, but it flew into the air and into Ellie's open hand. "Dove, I need that. Give it back." Ellie shook her head. 
"Not until you tell me what you're going to do with it." She demanded. "Go back to the realm you disappeared off to for four hundred years? I waited for you, I prayed for you, Philip. But you never came back. Do you know how much that hurt? I thought you were dead!" Luz gagged. Did she not want him to go back to the Demon Realm because she wanted him to stay here with her? That's messed up! Next to her, Gus bristled and choked. But Belos simply preened.  
"I missed you as well, Dove." He cooed. "And if you give me the Blood, I can take us both back. We can be together, just like we wanted." Ellie looked down at the blue vial in her hand, then back at Belos. For a horrible moment, Luz thought she might actually give it to him. But then she tightened her grip on it and held out a hand to him like she was warding him off.  
"I missed Philip." She spat. "You're not Philip anymore. Philip was a simple man who wanted the simple things in life; he wanted a farm, his brother to stay by his side, he wanted a wife and children, he wanted friends. But you want the outlandish things; you want domination. You want death. You want to murder children. I can't let you do that. I mourned Philip and Caleb for years. I'm over him. Both of them. I only grieve because now I see that Philip died a slow, painful death. Caleb's was over quickly, if you look at it in the main timeline. If you have somehow turned into this, I don't want to know what you'll do in a realm of magic. You possessed a poor boy, hurt his friend, my friend, and you do it without a shred of humanity. No, you can't have this Blood. I'm with Luz for this. You're not my friend, and you're certainly not my lover. He's dead."  
Belos roared. He charged towards her, and Ellie shrieked. Her hand glowed a bright purple, and a blast of a very familiar blue, purple and yellow riddled with white stars shot towards Belos. He latched onto the top of the archway and sped towards her like a spider. Ellie screamed as he landed on top of her. He grabbed the small vial before reaching down and surrounding Ellie's neck in his goo. He smashed the vial against the center of the archway, and immediately a swirling portal opened up. The colors that Luz remembered from her homemade portal with Eda, the browns, greens and whites mixing together to create something she could never forget.  
"We could have had unlimited power together." Belos growled. "Now, I will have to kill you." Ellie grappled with his goopy arm as he lifted her high above his head. Her legs kicked helplessly beneath her.  
"Weren't you listening all those years ago?" She snapped breathlessly, trying to gain enough breath to continue speaking. "I've already tried to die. You can't kill me." 
She kicks her legs into Belos' chest, and the monster is sent flying through the portal with a roaring scream. Ellie dropped to the ground and landed on her knees. Luz stood quickly.  
"Ellie!" She shrieked. Ellie looked up at her, and seconds later she was in front of Luz, grabbing tightly to her shoulders.  
"Is everyone okay?" She asked. "Nobody's dead?" Luz winced, then Willow shrieked.  
"Hunter's not moving!" Instantly Luz was kneeling back by Hunter. She placed a hand on his chest, hoping to feel it moving with his breaths. But he was completely still. "Hunter!" Luz looked up at Ellie. Her mom was exclaiming about an ambulance, but Vee couldn't get a signal. 
"I don't know how you did any of that crazy magic stuff without a staff or spell circles, but please tell me you can help him!" Ellie knelt beside Luz and fiddled with her fingers nervously.  
"Uh, I can try." She replied. "But I've never done anything that's not physical before." She reached down and placed her hands on either side of Hunter's head. She closed her eyes and breathed out deeply.  
Her hands began to glow, and white stars ejected themselves from her skin. She winced, and suddenly Hunter was sitting bolt upright, gasping for breath and shaking while he clutched desperately at his shirt like it was choking him. Willow threw her arms around him and pulled him back into her chest, drawing a terrified shriek from Hunter.  
"You're okay!" She wailed. "I thought you were gone! I thought I'd lost you!" It was obviously taking a moment to realize where he was, but Luz was able to pinpoint the exact moment when Hunter realized he was wrapped in Willow's arms. His face flushed bright red with ears to match. Ellie sat back on her elbows, a tired smile on her face.  
"Thank you Ellie!" Luz threw herself at her newest friend, and Ellie yelped not unlike Hunter did. "Thank you for saving him!" Ellie hugged Luz back tentatively as Flapjack zoomed out of her pocket and crashed into Hunter, who was all too happy to have his palisman back in his hands.  
"Flap!" He exclaimed, reaching out and pulling Flapjack close to his chest. Flapjack cuddled closer and nestled against the base of his neck, rubbing his soft head against Hunter's skin.  
. . .  
They went through the portal. Ellie told the gang about her unnaturally long life and waking up in the Stone Age with no memories, and slowly discovering her powers. Hexside was a disaster in all but one degree; Luz's palisman finally hatched. Willow had a meltdown, the gang fought Boscha and Kikimora, Mattholumule was a 'man', Ellie had a breakdown not unlike Willow's, but her power covered the whole school in a goop that Amity only just managed to get rid of, and all the adults were gone. 
They got to the base of the Collector's Castle and tried to come up with a battle plan when a terrifying wail split the air.  
"Scatter!" Hunter screamed, tackling Willow and dashing away from the Earth-shattering yet strangely familiar blue, purple and yellow blast that cut through the air, decimating the ground they once stood. Luz grabbed her mother and jumped onto her staff with the other witches while Ellie ran for cover with a screech.  
"It's the Collector!" Luz screamed as the group gathered together again. Ellie stared up at the small boy floating in the air with an awed expression. The other witches raised their staves and prepared themselves to fight.  
The Collector hovered above the cliff's edge several dozen feet above them, but they could all see his angry expression. His bright red eyes glowed brilliantly in the dark and standing directly on the cliff was- Raine Whispers? Luz blinked. He was a puppet, but he looked smug. Why did he look smug? Nothing about this situation looked good.  
"I want you guys to go away!" The Collector shouted. "You're messing everything up!" He raised his arms, and large white and blue stars flashed into existence. The angry expressions on the stars belonged to something out of a children's cartoon. They charged the group, and Luz swore that she would never watch a children's cartoon again.  
Luz raised Slither-bean into the air and brandished her new staff. She drew a spell circle, relishing the ease and excitement of it for a single moment before the spell activated. It joined with the several other spell circles from her friends to create a shield. The stars pounded them from all angles, but their shield held fast. Mom screamed and pulled Ellie backwards with her, tucking her into her arms. Ellie screamed loudly, grasping at her head with her fingers as if it were hurting her.  
"Why won't you guys just go away?" The Collector shouted. He was sounding more and more like a bratty kid with every sentence! "Just let me tag you already!"  
Their shield shattered. Luz and her friends were thrown to the ground. It scratched her skin and stung painfully. The Collector cackled, bringing his hands above his head and drawing a ball of pure, multicolored energy from the air. "Now, to finish the game!" He threw it. Amity threw herself in front of Luz and pulled her in tight. Luz wrapped her arms around her girlfriend and saw Hunter attempt to shield Willow and Gus with his body. Mom joined Amity and Luz on the ground, shielding them both. They were going to die. She was never going to get to see Eda again. She was never going to get to introduce her to Mom. She was never going to- 
The blast never hit. 
"Stop it Echo!" Luz looked up. Ellie was standing over them, her hands in front of her and glowing brilliantly. "You're acting like a child!" The Collector froze mid-air, and the breath was taken from Luz's lungs.  
"How did you know that name?" The boy demanded. "Who are you?!" Ellie crossed her arms and began to rise effortlessly in the air.  
"You mean to tell me that you don't recognize me?" She slapped a hand over her chest in mock offense. "Well, I suppose it's been a few thousand years since we last played together. Maybe this will help."  
She waved her hands over her face, and when they passed over her skin it promptly changed color. One side of her face turned a strange shade of yellow while a third of it was taken up by a deep shade of blue and her eyes blinked once, opening to reveal a set of glowing red eyes identical with the Collector. She ran her hands through her dark hair, turning it white as she went. It disappeared past her shoulders like it had never existed to begin with, cut neatly and clean level with the base of her neck. She flicked her wrist, and with a bright flash of light her cowboy costume was folded neatly at Luz's feet. Ellie was suddenly adorned in a jumpsuit patterned like the Collector's onesie, but much more professional looking and not as baggy with a sweetheart neckline and tight sleeves. Her wedged boots laced up to her calves, a white one on the leg with a blue pant leg and a blue boot for the white pant leg. Instead of a sleeping cap like the Collector, she wore a purple bandana sprinkled with white shimmering stars. They shared a circular medallion like the yin and yang with a golden chain around their necks, but Ellie had one on her belt, cinching her waist. She twirled around in the air. "Is this any better?" 
The Collector seemed completely frozen, then his face lit up. All around them, their surroundings began to glow. 
"ECLIPSE!" He screamed. Ellie laughed and opened her arms just in time for the Collector to zoom into her chest, slamming her so hard they were sent tumbling through the air. The little boy was laughing. Then he was crying. Then he was sobbing. Sobbing hysterically, balling her jumpsuit in his tiny fists and wrapped his legs around her waist.  
"I missed you I missed you I missed you I missed you I m-missed yo-ou!" The Collector sobbed into her chest. Tears ran down Ellie's face and splashed down on the ground below her while she held the boy tightly, her arms locked around his small body as she slowly began to rock him.  
"I know." She ran her hand up and down his back, prompting even more sobs. "I missed you too sweetie. I missed you too." The Collector shook his head.  
"I m-missed you m-more!" He protested without lifting his face from her chest. Ellie chuckled through her tears and nodded. 
"I have no doubt that you did." She assured him. "But I'm back now. We're together again. Th-there's so much I have to tell you, Echs." The Collector pulled away from her and wiped his face.  
"We can play games together again!" He exclaimed, his voice cracking several times on that single sentence. "Just like we used to! You can meet my best friend! I'm pretty sure he's plotting against me though." Ellie placed her hand on The Collector's shoulders.  
"We can do that later." Her expression became serious. "But before you move onto something else, you need to clean up your messes." The Collector tilted his head.  
"What mess?" He asked, looking around. "I don't see any messes." Ellie shook her head.  
"The mess you made of the town. Of the Boiling Isles." She chided. "If you leave something different than you found it, you have to fix it before you leave. It's not nice to mess things up and just leave. So either you start cleaning up, or I will; and you won't like how I'll clean things up." The Collector immediately began pouting.  
"You changed!" He protested. "You used to be fun!" He crossed his arms and legs. Ellie sighed and folded her legs into a criss cross position and flicked her hand. The Collector yelped as he was drawn into her arms again, but quickly relaxed and leaned into her as she began to float down to the ground.  
"I know." She cooed softly, running her hand over his head. "I just had a lot of time to think. I met some pretty cool people and I did some pretty cool things just like I met some really mean people and did some really hard things. I didn't have my powers, and I was just like every other kid in the human realm, but those kids all had families. I didn't have mommy or daddy or you, so I was all alone. Everything I wanted I had to fight very hard for it. For a very long time. I had to fight a lot. It was really hard, so yeah, I guess I have changed. I can still be fun, but I know better than anyone that we have to work first before we can play." The Collector gazed up at her with wide eyes.  
"What did you fight?" He asked. "Did you win?" Ellie chuckled as she finally brought them down to the ground.  
"I didn't always." She replied. "Most of the time I lost. I lost a lot of things. I fought people. Arguments, mostly. They wouldn't give me what I wanted, so I had to work. I worked for farmers so I could get food. I worked for a seamstress so I could learn how to make my own clothes. Name a job, I've done it in the thousands of years I spent in the human realm." Luz winced. Living forever in a world like Ellie just described sounded pretty miserable.  
But her brother burrowed deeper in her arms. "Does this mean you're still gonna play with me?" Ellie kissed his head.  
"Of course." She replied. "I've been dreaming of playing with you for a very, very long time." Luz narrowed her eyes.  
"I thought you said you couldn't remember your old home?" She called. "Was that a lie too?" Ellie winced, and the Collector shot to his feet.  
"Don't talk to my sister like that you meanie!" He snapped. He raised his hand, but Ellie jumped up and grabbed his wrist.  
"Echo." Her voice was firm. "You can't go around punishing everyone you want for the smallest reasons. Luz has a point, and she's justified for being angry." She took a deep breath and pushed him behind her before turning her attention back to Luz.  
"I didn't." She shrugged her shoulders. "I didn't remember. I couldn't remember anything about my life in the Demon Realm. The only thing I could recall was the sound of my little brother's laughter. I just knew that whoever was laughing was very important to me. That I used to play with him all the time. I had so much fun with him. I tried so hard to remember what happened to him, or more about him, but I couldn't. But when I saw him, up there and angry, it came back. Everything came back. I was-a terrible person. Imagine Echo right now, with how little he cares for consequences; just the fun of things and what he's going to do to prevent boredom. I was the same way, but I was more-eh, extreme. I didn't want to play games. I wanted to go on dangerous adventures. So I made them. I turned land mass after land mass into one giant adventure. I turned people into monsters, settlements into jungles that tried to eat you. I was so much worse than Echo. So the Titan had to trap me." She wrapped her arm around Echo and pulled him into her side. She flicked her wrist and a rubix cube appeared out of mid-air. She handed it to him.  
"Try and match these colors." She encouraged. "Only the most brilliant of minds can figure it out." She waved her fingers over it, and it glowed a beautiful lilac color. "And no magic." Echo looked up at her excitedly and sat down on crossed legs, his tongue sticking out of his mouth as he began to turn the cubes. Ellie sighed and turned back to the group, her golden eyes glowing faintly.  
"I was locked up by the Titan himself in an attempt to get me to go away." She crossed her arms. "He said something about wanting to teach me a lesson. He knew I had a good heart, I was just- raised wrong. He sent me to the human realm after stripping me of my memories and any knowledge of my powers, but he left me with the memory of the voice of the one person who's ever loved me like I loved them; my baby brother. He let me remember him enough to keep me going and give me motivation. The Titan saw in me what no one else ever saw; he saw a chance to redeem me. He wanted to give me the help I needed. Over the last couple centuries, I've wanted to find the person who cursed me and do something horrible to them. But now that I remember everything, I know why he did it. It wasn't fun, but I'll admit that I needed it. I'm a better person now than I was the last time I was in the Demon Realm. So, tell me what I can do, and I'll do my best." She bit her lip. "My power is practically unlimited if you think about it, but so is my brother's. If he gets upset, we're gonna have to fight it out. Anything I do to change his 'playground' has to be run through him first. Whether he likes it or not, things will be done, but I can't go around changing things willy nilly. That'll tick him off, and then he'll tick me off." Luz nodded.  
"We need our friends." She replied. "We don't know what happened to them, but we have to find them. King, Eda, Raine, the BATT's, anyone who was there on the Day of Unity." Ellie nodded.  
"Cool, also, call me Eclipse. If you can't guess, Ellie Clips was the closest I've come so far to remembering my real name." Luz grinned.  
"Hey, it's a wicked cool name!" She exclaimed. Eclipse matched her grin before walking over to her brother and crouching down next to him.  
"Hey bud." She poked his nose, causing him to look up with surprise. He wasn't anywhere close to figuring out the rubix cube and looked annoyed to be interrupted. 
"What?" He pouted. Eclipse smiled and ruffled his hat.  
"I need to find King and his friends. Where are they?" She asked. Echo rolled his eyes. 
"Oh, King. " He moaned, flopping on his back. "He's planning with the Owl Lady and her sister to take me out. I thought we were friends, and I do not like that twist!" Eclipse tilted her head as Luz's heart stopped.  
"Is he okay? Where is he?" She demanded. Echo raised a hand and snapped his fingers, and suddenly everyone was transported into his Archive House in a pile, Eclipse included.  
"Ow, ow ow!" Hunter yelped as Willow tried to move and ended up shoving her elbow into her stomach. Eclipse groaned.  
"Everyone stop moving!" She wriggled her hand free and snapped her fingers, and everyone was now standing in a line, free from the tangle of limbs. Luz whistled.  
"Extraterrestrial powers are so cool!" She exclaimed. Amity huffed. 
"I could have done that with Abomination goo!" She protested. Luz threw her arms over her girlfriend and cooed.  
"Of course you could batata!" Next to them, Gus stuck his finger in his mouth and gagged. Eclipse looked down at Echo expectantly, and her little brother huffed and brought his fingers to his mouth. He whistled loudly, and suddenly King, Eda and Lilith were zooming into the main room and plopped down just feet away. Lilith was hugging a brown Jack-In-The-Box toy like it was her buoy in a stormy ocean.  
King got to his feet first. "Uh, hey Collector!" He exclaimed, throwing his tiny arms open wide. "Look, I can explain, it's not what it looks like!" Echo crossed his arms and tapped his foot. 
"I know you and your friends were planning to kill me." He snapped. "I heard you. You said 'we need a way to take them out. Permanently.' Explain that. " King paled, dashing forward and waving his claws.  
"No no no!" He exclaimed. "You didn't hear the whole thing! I was defending you, and Eda and Lilith don't want to kill you either! You're a kid, and you're my friend! You're just-uh-" Eclipse took a step forward to place her hand on Echo's shoulder, and King shrank away in terror. "Um, hi?" Eclipse grinned.  
"Hey King." She tilted her head. "There's no need to censor your words. I know very well what my brother is like. Yeah, we're siblings. His real name is Echo, by the way. I'm Eclipse. I'm here to put things back to normal. I just didn't know where you were so I asked Echo to bring you to me. But I'd also like you to explain the whole 'taking out the Collector' thing. Later though. For now, your sister is waiting for you." She stepped aside, and screams followed.  
"EDA! KING! LILITH!"  
"LUZ!" Several voices screamed her name, and the Clawthornes bolted towards their missing daughter, sister and niece. They ran at each other and fell to their knees as they collided. Luz and King sobbed openly in the arms of their mother and aunt while the two mentioned women shed tears of their own. Camila watched fondly as she finally laid eyes on the woman who had taken such good care of her daughter while in the Demon Realm.  
"Oh Luz, I was so worried about you!" Eda cried. "I knew you were safe with your mother, but I didn't know if I would ever see you again!" Luz sobbed louder. 
"I thought I would never see you again!" She hiccuped. "I thought I would be in the Human Realm forever! I would never get to show you my mom!" Camila perked up as Luz shot to her feet. 
"Oh! Eda, Lilith, King! I gotta introduce you to my mom!" She tried to discreetly wipe her eyes, but Eda gently took her face in her hand and wiped them away with her thumb.  
"Happy Luz?" Luz's lips quivered as she threatened to burst into tears again.  
"Happy Luz." She replied, turning to Camila excitedly. "Mom, this is Eda, my cool aunt Lilith, and my little brother King! Family, this is Mami!" Camila didn't go for a handshake, instead pulling Eda into a tight hug and didn't bother to wipe the tears from her face.  
"Thank you." She whispered. "Thank you for taking such good care of my precious baby girl." Eda hugged her back after a moment. 
"It's been a pleasure." She assured her, patting her back with her single hand. Single hand?! Luz yanked Eda away from her mother and grabbed her arm, severed just below the elbow.  
"What happened to your arm?!" She screeched. Eda looked down at the bandaged and chuckled.  
"Raine saved me." She replied. "You know how my elixir has some side effects? Well, he used that to his advantage and pulled my arm off for me so the Coven Sigil wouldn't kill me. My arm disintegrated afterwards; guess my curse was too much to handle for just a single appendage." New tears filled Luz's eyes and she lunged at Eda again, wrapping herself around her mentor's waist. Eclipse cleared her throat. 
"Uh, extraterrestrial teenager here!" She exclaimed. "You want your arm back, I can get you your arm back." Luz pulled away from Eda quickly and looked to Eclipse.  
"You can do that?" Eclipse chuckled.  
"Oh my dear friend, there's nothing I can't do." She waved her hand, and Eda shrieked. The bandage around her arm was gone, suddenly replaced by a new arm to match her left one. She twisted and turned it, bent it up and down, then grinned.  
"Just like the old one." She nodded to Eclipse, who beamed. 
Then King jumped up onto Camila and scrambled up to her shoulder. Camila shrieked, but quickly settled down when she realized it was just the cutest little demon she had ever seen.  
" Ai, que lindo!" She exclaimed excitedly, pulling King off her shoulders and hugging him tightly. "You are the cutest little baby!" King sighed in defeat.  
"You're Luz's mom." He waved his paw in the air. "I'll give this to you." Camila tilted her head and pulled away. 
"Do you not like hugs?" She asked. King kicked his legs.  
"I didn't say you couldn't hug me, woman!" He cried. "I love hugs! I just don't like it when strangers do it, but you're not a stranger! You're my sister's mom!" He made grabby motions with his hands, and Camila happily hugged him tightly. "Wow. I thought Luz gave great hugs!" Camila laughed at Luz's affronted expression, and Echo jumped into Eclipse's arms eagerly, ready for another hug.  
"Sorry mija. " Camila cooed. "It takes a mother's touch." Luz giggled through her tears, and Eda walked over to swing her new arm around Camila.  
"I say we get together sometime." She exclaimed. "Just you and me. You have parenting tips, and I have embarrassing Luz stories. It'd be a shame not to share." Camila laughed while Lilith timidly approached Eclipse.  
"Excuse me?" She asked hesitantly. Echo was resting on Eclipse's hip as she swayed absentmindedly. Both siblings looked up. 
"Can I help you?" Eclipse tilted her head, and Lilith held up the brown Jack in the Box toy. 
"Could you turn him back?" She asked. "His name is Hootsifer, and he's my best friend." Luz shot over.  
"HOOTY?" She shrieked. "That's Hooty? Can he hear us? Hooty? Hooty!" Lilith laughed through her tears.  
" Oh sweet voice of a human." Hooty's muffled voice spoke through the mouth of the toy. " How little I can hear through this darkness, brought back by your soft call. My little bug catcher? My precious human? Luz!" Luz burst into new tears while the rest of the group raised a collective eyebrow. Lilith squeezed her eyes shut as Luz hugged Hooty close to her chest.  
"It's me Hooty!" She cried. "It's me! I'm back!" Eclipse set Echo on his feet and knelt beside Luz. She placed a hand on her friend's shoulder and smiled at her before snapping her fingers, and Porta-Hooty appeared in a flash of lilac light. Luz and Lilith cried out in delight and tackled him while Hooty wrapped himself around them excitedly.  
"I'm back! Hoot!" He screamed. "I'M BACK!" Eclipse laughed as Eda and King came over as well, only to be brought into the tangled mess that was Hooty.  
"Aw!" Echo cooed, slapping his cheeks. "This is so sweet!" Eclipse laughed. 
"Yeah, sure is Echs." She ruffled his hair. "Say, how about we do more of this? There's a whole bunch of kids here who need to get back to their families. You can watch the whole thing. Can I put them back?" Echo paused, then sighed. 
"Can we still play sometimes?" He asked. Eclipse shrugged.  
"Only if they want to." She replied. "You shouldn't force people to play with you. Remind me to teach you the difference between 'could' and 'should'." Echo pouted, but nodded. Eclipse smiled brightly and hugged him tightly.  
"Alright everybody!" She cheered. "Hold onto your buddies, this is going to get rough!" She lifted into the air and glided out of the Archive House, the group following closely behind.  
Eclipse floated above the Boiling Isles and raised her arms. Closing her eyes, lilac colored power covered her fists. It shot out in every direction and seeped into the scenery of the Isles, into the bones of the Titan, the grass, the trees, the houses.  
In seconds, everything was returned to normal, exactly like it was before the Day of Unity. Eclipse turned back towards the Archive House and waved her hands. Sweat beaded on her strained face and her arms trembled.  
Every doll in the Archive House appeared before her, and she made them disappear with flicks of her hands. Luz could hear surprised cries of delight and fear from the newly freed people of Bonesborough as they reunited with their friends and loved ones. Eclipse waved her hand a final time, and the group was transported to the Owl House. It was fixed up and looked good as new, like the Coven Scouts had never ransacked the place. Hooty screamed in delight and plunged into the house, easily refitting himself into the door.  
Luz threw her arms around Eclipse the second her feet touched the ground and hugged her tightly, tears running down her face.  
"Thank you!" She cried. "Thank you so much!" Eclipse winced, looking exhausted.  
"I haven't used this much magic in a million years." She groaned, leaning against Luz. "It's the least I could do for these people for all the trouble I caused the last time I was here."  
"Raine?"  
The girls whirled around to see Eda standing in front of Raine Whispers. The teal-haired bard was stalking out of the woods like a predator stalking its prey. Camila raised her bat while the kids raised their staves. Echo clung to Eclipse's leg and pointed.  
"That's the person who told me that King was going to betray me!" He shrieked, shaking his sister's leg. "They said that my 'kindness' brought them to life, but they're scary!" King squeaked and practically flew up to Eda's shoulder. Eda quickly deposited King onto Camila instead.  
"Keep my kid safe." She ordered. "You're good at that. Get inside; I'll deal with Raine." Camila opened her mouth to protest, but Eda snapped her fingers. "I wouldn't forgive myself if Luz's mother gets hurt right in front of my house, nor my son. Please, get in the house. Hooty will protect you." Eclipse looked up at them.  
"Take Echo too!" She exclaimed, gently detaching him from her. "Please?" Echo whined,  
but resentfully mopped off towards King and Camila. Camila obviously didn't like it, but she turned and hurried into the Owl House, King and Echo in her arms.  
"Raine?" Eda called again, stepping in front of the children. Sure, two of them might be literal gods, but they were still kids. "What's wrong with you?" Raine didn't answer, and Eda raised Owlbert. "Raine, please answer me!" Finally, Raine looked up and stood tall only a few yards away. 
"Everything's fine, Eda." Their voice was silky and smooth. "I just needed to speak with you and your children for a minute, if that's okay with you. There's something I need to tell Hunter."  
Eda looked over her shoulder at Hunter, who's newly brown eyes were wide and scared. He shook his head, and Eda turned back to Raine. "Whatever you have to say can be said to all of us, or none of us." Raine paused, then shrugged.  
"Alright, fine. I just wanted to tell Hunter how useless he is." Hunter stiffened. "How utterly pathetic and weak he is for not protecting all his friends. How disgusting he is; he's a monster. A murderer." Luz stepped in front of Hunter and brandished her staff while Eclipse took a deep breath and balled her fists, lilac power curling around them.  
"Belos." Luz snarled. In Raine's body, Belos swayed on his stolen feet, a horrible smile curling across Raine's stolen lips.  
"In the flesh!" He threw his arms in the air and Eda growled.  
"Get out of them, you monster!" She snapped, her eyes flashing as she shifted into her Harpy form, sticking Owlbert into the ground to keep him upright. Raine readied himself in a fighting stance, Belos' sickly green curse making its way down his arms.  
"You made a mistake turning me back to flesh, you runt." He snapped. "This witch has great power, and I've gained access to every inch of it!" He raised Raine's flute to his lips and began a twisted, haunting melody. Immediately trees began to rip themselves from the ground and fly at the group. While the group panicked, Eclipse grinned.  
"It's kind of amusing how he thinks he's still the most powerful being in the room." She giggled, crossing her arms. "My power is ten times greater in the Demon Realm than it is in the Human Realm, and I know how to use them. What Belos saw was nothing compared to what I can really do . " She uncrossed her arms and rose into the air once more. With a flick of her fingers, the whole scene before her froze. Belos, the trees and the music all froze where they were. Luz could make out the individual particles of red Bard magic floating through the air.  
Eclipse twisted her hand, and the green, sickly curse slowly leaked from Raine's body like a reverse sponge. Raine sank to their knees as Belos once again formed a monster before them.  
"You little-" He never got to finish his sentence. Eclipse threw her hand out, and Belos began twisting and contorting into a smaller and smaller blob till he was the size of a dinner plate. Eclipse drew him into her hand, then cocked her arm back and threw him into the Boiling Sea.  
"You little what?" She shouted after him. "You didn't finish!" Luz blinked. That was- mortifying. Eclipse lowered to the ground just as Echo shot out of the house and into Eclipse's arms.  
"You totally threw him a new one!" He cheered. "I have the coolest big sister in the world!" Eclipse laughed as Eda and Luz bolted towards Raine.  
They would be okay. 
Hunter's Cute Ears
Chapter Summary
A little Hunter Grimwalker theory I have and am in love with!
"Daddy?"  
Manny opened his eyes to see his daughter, Luz, standing in front of him with a blanket around her shoulders. She was shaking, and Manny was awake instantly. He sat up and took his five year old daughter in his arms.  
"What's wrong, pumpkin?" He asked softly. Camila had just gotten back from a late shift at work, and the last thing he wanted to do was wake her up, but Luz looked like she had just seen something horrible.  
Luz sniffed. "Hunter woke me up screaming." Manny's blood ran cold. "He won't tell me what happened, so I asked him if he wanted Mommy, but he said that he wanted Daddy." Manny nodded quickly and let go of his daughter to hold her hand. He led her into his adopted son's room to find him rocking back and forth on the floor, his hands gripping strangely at his ears. Manny knelt down before Luz and held her shoulders.  
"Go back to bed, pumpkin." He told her. " Papa's got this." Luz tilted her head.  
"Is he okay?" She asked. "What's wrong with him?" Manny bit his lip.  
"Your hermano just had a scary dream, calabaza. He's going through some hard times. Go back to bed, okay?" Luz nodded and ambled back to her room and shut the door behind her. Manny stood and hurried into Hunter's room.  
The poor boy shrieked upon seeing him, gripping his ears tightly. He was running his fingers over them and breathing erratically. Manny raised his hands in front of him and knelt down slowly.  
"It's alright, capataz .(starshine)" Manny whispered. "You're okay, see? You're at home. Hermanita is right next door, Papa's here, Mami is just down the hall. You're in your bedroom, safe en la casa . Si?"  
Hunter looked up at him with his brilliantly colored eyes. Manny had never seen eyes that color before he met his son. Hunter's eyes reminded him of sprinkles, brightly colored and sweet. But now they were brimming with tears. Manny and Camila had only adopted him from the hospital a few weeks ago, but they already knew that they were the luckiest couple in the world to have found such a beautiful bebé . The doctors told them that Hunter would not be an easy child, with such obvious past trauma but so little memory. He and Camila had looked at one another, then back at the sleeping child in the hospital bed and knew right then that they were the only ones who could take care of such a special boy.  
"Hunter?" Manny called. "Can you please show me you understand?" Hunter was still for another minute, then nodded. Manny smiled. " Gracias, hijo, why are you rubbing your ears like that?" Hunter whimpered and drew in on himself even tighter. For a moment Manny worried he shouldn't have asked, but Hunter finally spoke.  
"F-feels good." His shaking voice came out as nothing more than a terrified mumble. His nightmare must have really shaken him up. "Helps. A little." Manny smiled softly. 
"Can I touch you, querido?" Hunter nodded slowly, and Manny slowly shifted closer to his son and gently reached up to his left ear and coaxed Hunter's hand away from it, instead using his own hand to tenderly rub the soft skin of Hunter's ear. The change was almost instant; Hunter's erratic breathing caught and his eyes widened, and after around ten seconds Hunter lowered his other hand from his right ear. He slowly relaxed as Manny threaded his fingers across Hunter's ear. Manny tilted his head. This was a very strange reaction to someone touching his ear. Maybe- 
Manny reached behind Hunter's ear and gently scratched it, and Hunter let a small gasp and practically melted into Manny's arms. Manny chuckled at his sleepy son and gently picked him up, trying not to jostle him too much as he laid him back in bed before kneeling beside the bed and continuing to scratch Hunter's ear. The eight year old boy was fading quickly.  
" Gracias, Papi." Hunter's voice floated around the room, and Manny's heart soared. This was the first time Hunter had called him something other than 'Manny'.  
"Anything, mi hijo." Manny leaned down and pressed a kiss to his precious son's head. Camila was going to flip when he told her.  
. . . Present day. . . 
Luz was worried about Hunter. He had agreed to stay in the Demon Realm so he could try and hopefully find his birth family, but in the meantime, he had been up almost every night and all night trying to figure out where he had come from specifically and how to study magic, just like Luz.  
He was overworking himself, and Luz could tell he was snapping. Willow and Gus picked up on her worries and she had to tell them.  
"I'm worried about Hunter." She finally gave in during a sleepover. "He's up all night studying all kinds of wild magics, and we've all tried to get him to go to sleep, but it hasn't been working. He's exhausted! You guys have seen his eye bags; They're huge!" Gus hummed, rubbing his chin with his hands. Willow curled her knees up to her chest to think, then her eyes lit up.  
"I have an idea!" She exclaimed. "Luz, remember when King got on top of Hunter's head and Hunter freaked out and shouted at him?" Luz nodded.  
" Ai, Hunter has really sensitive ears." She explained. "We used to give him ear scratches when he would be kept up with a nightmare when we were little. He claims he's outgrown it, but I know better." Willow grinned and stood. 
"Then an idea, I have." She turned and marched out of the room. Luz and Gus hurried after her and hid behind the corner of the wall and watched as Willow slid down next to Hunter on the couch. "Heya Hunter!" Luz giggled. She knew that Hunter had been secretly crushing on Willow since they first met, but since he had terrible social skills, she was none the wiser and just thought he was a social idiot.  
Hunter looked up at her and grinned. "Hi Willow." He leaned back in the couch cushions and closed his book. "What can I help you with?" Luz covered her mouth to stifle her giggle.  
. . . 
Willow crossed her legs on the couch and began fiddling with her fingers. Not out of nerves, but because she wanted something to do with her hands. Hunter was by far the cutest boy she had ever met, and she had to fight very hard to beat down the blush rising on her cheeks.  
"Yeah, actually. I was wondering if you could help me with something a little weird. It's kinda strange, but I've been really curious!" Hunter tilted his head.  
"What is it?" Willow tucked her chin into her shoulders.  
"Luz said that you have really sensitive ears." She replied. Hunter flushed. "And I wanted  
to see the reaction, and maybe document for research purposes, because the way Luz described it I've never heard of anything like it." Hunter blinked, then sighed.  
"Fine." He ran a hand over his face. "I just hate how it makes me so weak. I'm literally a dog when Luz does it and it's embarrassing!" Willow hummed and nodded.  
"You know I'd never make fun of you right?" She asked. "Never in a million years?" Hunter paused, then nodded. He turned so he faced her completely. 
"Just-don't let me do anything stupid or embarrassing, okay?" Willow smiled.
"I'll stop the second you tell me to." Hunter winced, but nodded again. Willow scooched closer and reached up to his right ear. She gently fingered the soft cartilage part of his ear, and Hunter shivered and a sharp gasp left his lips. Willow smiled and moved up his ear, finding much more joy than she should at the way Hunter leaned into her hand almost helplessly, trying to keep eye contact as his eyelids fluttered. She cooed softly and reached back to scratch the back of his ear, and Hunter sighed softly, finally allowing his eyes to slide closed. 
Willow looked over her shoulder to see Luz and Gus staring at her with wide eyes. Luz shot her a high five, and Willow had to bite her lip to stifle a giggle before turning back to Hunter. His breathing has increased and he's leaning into her hand like a touch-starved puppy.  
She drew her hand away for just a few seconds, and a small whimper escaped Hunter. Willow's eyes widened as she used her other hand to scratch Hunter's opposite ear. He let out a quiet sound of surprise and his eyes fluttered open for a split second. He blinked at her, and Willow could see a thin glaze over his magenta eyes. She leaned forward and pressed a soft kiss to his nose, and Hunter blinked at her like he had never seen her before in his life.  
"Hi." She whispered, reaching up and scratching his other ear as well. Hunter closed his eyes again with a soft moan.  
"H-have I ever told you about my dad?" His voice was a soft whisper. Willow's eyes widened.  
"No." She replied. "I don't think you have." Hunter tilted his head down, and Willow scooted closer so he could rest on her shoulder. He let out a deep breath that sounded like a cross between a whimper and a sigh.  
"He died when I was nine. Luz was seven." Willow barely turned her head to look at Luz and Gus. Luz's eyes were wide and one of her hands had come up to cover her mouth. "He died of an illness that the Human Realm has never been able to cure. It-it kills people all the time. It took my dad. But he was the one who always helped me after a nightmare. Always. He would hold me like I was the most precious thing in his whole world, and he would scratch my ears till I fell back asleep and speak to me in Spanish. It helped me learn. At the time I didn't understand what he was saying, but now I do." Willow hummed and held him close to her chest. Her heart ached for this boy. He literally had no idea what he had gone through, and while he couldn't remember any of it he was instead plagued by nightmare after nightmare of a life he had forgotten. He never truly felt like he belonged in either Realm, and he had been separated from his old life like it was a ripped out sheet of paper from his book of life.  
"I'm so sorry, Hunter." She whispered, holding him closer. "I don't know what I'd do if I lost one of my dads." Hunter chuckled sleepily. 
"Don't you want to know what my dad would tell me?" He asked mischievously. His body was practically limp against Willow's chest and his voice was distant.  
"What?"  
" You'll always be safe with me, my beautiful little spell caster." Willow looked down at him, and saw Hunter's small smile pulling at his lips. "I-I like to think that he knew I was something more than just a human, and he still loved me like a son."  
Willow had to blink furiously to fight back the tears in her eyes as Hunter quieted. She leaned back slowly, letting Hunter lean against her till they were both lying down on the couch; Willow's head laid on the armrest while Hunter laid across her chest. He was quiet. His breathing evened out. He was asleep. 
Willow looked up and saw Gus with his arm around Luz as she watched the scene unfold before her with a soft, watery smile. Amity would get a kick out of this. 
Hunter is sick!
Chapter Summary
Darius lives with a ghost, and he hates it. He hates the ghost. Right?
There was a ghost in the palace. It's been there for years; haunting Darius' every move. It's always there, always where he needs it to be the least. Always ruining the mood.  
Does Darius hate this ghost? 
No, not really. The ghost has done nothing to earn Darius' hatred. Merely his distrust, dislike and disgust. He doesn't like the ghost. Not in the slightest. The ghost was just a remnant of the man he once knew, the man he once cared for like a brother. He thinks that if the man was still alive, he'd be extremely disappointed. But then, he thinks to himself, if Jasper was still alive, then the ghost wouldn't need to be there. There would be no ghost. No need for him. Darius could live with no ghost.  
The ghost stands silent as Belos lectures the Coven Heads on the threat of Wild Witches and the upcoming Day of Unity. He says nothing unless spoken too, and it drives Darius crazy. He stands still and silent. Always. Even when he yells at him, the ghost goes without a sound. He listens to Darius shout and belittle him and does nothing. Why do you take this? Fight back! Fight!
But he never does. 
A teen prodigy, they called him. Darius doesn't see it; he only sees nepotism and special treatment from an uncle to his nephew. He sees nothing. Nothing but an unearned Golden mask hiding an unworthy face.  
He's seen the ghost's face before. That's why he was the ghost; he looked exactly like Jasper, enough to have been the man's son, but 'Hunter' was the Emperor's nephew, and Jasper was not the Emperor's brother. There was something strange going on, and Darius didn't like it one bit.  
So yeah, he did snicker a bit when Belos asked his right-hand to stay after the Coven meeting to talk about his failure. Darius could see the other witches sharing smug glances, and his amusement grew. He wanted to see how this would play out. So while everyone else left, Darius backtracked and leaned against the doorframe of the large throne room doors. He removed his glove and pretended to look at his nails while he strained his ears to listen in.  
"How is it that sixteen years of training, of my time, have been wasted on this failure in front of me?" Belos' voice boomed through the door. "You should have known better, you should have done better, Hunter! Why are you so insistent on failing me time and time again? Do you know how the disappointment hurts? My curse can only take so much-" He was cut off by a shriek, and Darius started. He knew that shriek must have been Hunter. Had Belos- hurt his nephew?  
"Get out of my sight!" Seconds later, the door was thrown open, and the Golden Guard shot out of the throne room. Darius tensed, ready to be spotted, but his attention was quickly drawn elsewhere.  
As the Golden Guard hurried to slam the large double doors shut, he was only using one hand; his left arm was pinned close to his chest. Darius slipped his glove back on and hurried after the little prince.  
"Golden Guard." The boy froze. His muscles were tense, Darius could see that even through his cloak. "Do you have a moment?"  
The Golden Guard was silent for a moment, then titled his head. "What is it, Deamonne? I'm a little bit busy." Darius sighed.  
" Head Witch Deamonne, " He corrected. The Golden Guard's shoulders trembled. "I wanted to ask if everything was alright. You seem-strained, at best." The Golden Guard huffed and continued walking.  
"I'm fine." He spat, his cloak swishing behind him. Darius wasn't sure why, but that response made him angry. Darius never liked this ghost of his old friend, and here he was, trying to help him and offering his hand but the ungrateful brat had the nerve to shrug him off like he was dirt under his golden boot. If there was one thing Darius hated, it was dirt.  
"Alright then!" He threw his hands up and stormed away. If he was fine enough to say that he was fine, then he was fine enough to be left alone.  
So he thought.  
It was nearly midnight when Darius was awoken by a consistent knock on his door. It reverberated weakly throughout his apartment in the castle. Darius groaned and rolled over, slamming a pillow over his head. Was he the only one in this Titan-forsaken palace that understood sleep lack led to early wrinkles? He didn't look this good from being careless!  
But at the door was Raine Whispers, the newest Head Witch for the Bard Coven. "Raine? What in Titan's name are you doing at my door at this hour?" Raine didn't hesitate. They reached forward and grabbed Darius' arm before dragging him outside and into the hallway.  
"Come on!" They snapped, stopping any effort Darius had been about to make to speak. In all his years of knowing the soft spoken, soft tempered Bard, they had never once raised their voice like this.  
"What's wrong?" Darius asked. Raine barely spared him a glance over their shoulder.  
"Have you seen Hunter lately?" They demanded. Immediately Darius rolled his eyes.  
"Have I?" He spat. Raine stopped pulling him and turned to face him. "The little brat was acting like he was so entitled! I asked him if he was alright, and all he did was call me by the wrong name and stick his golden nose in the air." Raine blinked, then pinched the bridge of their nose.  
"Well I haven't since the meeting, and I have a really terrible feeling. I checked his room, but he's not there. He's not in the arena, he's not in the Throne Room, he's not in the infirmary or Healing Coven Wing, and I won't be able to sleep till I find him. I've been looking for him for nearly two hours, Darius!"  
Worry filled Darius' chest. If Jasper's son died while Darius was still up and kicking, he would never be able to face him in whatever afterlife existed. He may not like the little Prince, but he would never wish him dead.  
"Get Eberwolf." Darius ordered, "He'll be a better help than I will." He drew a spell circle with his hand and summoned an abomination to cover his body. When it sank back into the ground, Darius was in his traveling clothes; not his nice ones, or the ones he liked, but it was still a fashionable outfit of purple and white, and his trademark half-cloak hung from his left shoulder, but he was ready to turn this castle inside out to find Hunter.  
Raine nodded and turned on their heel to head to Eberwolf's room. Darius himself watched till Raine was out of sight, then began to think. Where would Hunter be? 
A thought struck him. One he didn't like one bit, but it was a thought nonetheless. Hunter had been trained by the best in the Boiling Isles. He was a weapon in every sense, but also just a child. If he knew Raine was looking for him, he would hide. His pride had been wounded this afternoon with Belos, and even more when Darius confronted him about it. The last thing he would want is another confrontation with a Coven Head.  
Darius wheeled around and marched to Hunter's room. As he approached, he lightened his footsteps and treaded carefully on the carpeted floor. Hunter's door was open, most likely from Raine's panic to find him. Darius squeezed in without moving the door.  
He crept soundlessly around the room. It was a terribly threadbare room yet covered in junk; clothes littered the floor, newspaper clippings of the Golden Guard, present and past, and all kinds of papers, clippings and even more were taped up to the walls and covered with red, blue, purple and golden strings. He was researching everything at once, all of his missions, all of his suspects for all kinds of crimes, the Owl Lady and more. There was nothing extremely personal in the room that suggested the room belonged to someone younger than thirty years old save for a large pink frog plushie.  
Darius knew a workaholic when he saw one. Hunter was only 16 for Titan's sake!  
Darius tiptoed around the bed. He checked under it. Then he reached for the closet. Oh Titan he wished he hadn't.  
Hunter laid on the floor of the closet, leaning against the wall with a paler than snow face, red and yellow tinged cheeks, ragged, shallow breathing and the occasional twitch of his shoulders and arms. His eyes were swallowed by the eyebags that looked more like bruises than anything else. 
He was asleep. As much as he looked like he needed it, it seemed to Darius as though Hunter hadn't chosen to fall asleep in the closet. He must have passed out. Judging by the long, definitely infected gash on his arm, Darius suspected he knew why. He was only wearing his gray undershirt and a pair of black pants, white socks and for some Titan-only-knows reason, the silly boy was still wearing his gloves.  
Darius fought back a sigh. This kid was going to be the death of him. He knelt down and gently threaded his arms around Hunter's shoulders and under his knees, lifting him slowly into a bridal carry. The kid was lighter than he should have been by a long shot.  
"What were you thinking, little prince?" Darius muttered. "Let's get you somewhere safer."  
Suddenly a red bird popped out from the depths of the closet. It twittered like a song and settled on Hunter's chest. A palisman. Hunter had a palisman? Since when? Darius was willing to bet his entire career that Belos didn't know about this little bird. The same bird was glaring daggers at Darius with its single good eye.  
It wasn't like Darius was going to tell anybody. He had a palisman of his own that he kept hidden with his life.  
"He'll be alright little bird." Darius assured the palisman. "I'm going to get him the help he needs." Darius fumbled a little bit to draw a spell circle with his finger, and two small clumps of abomination goop rose from the ground. They formed two small abominations and stood at attention. "Go find Raine and Eber. Tell them that I found Hunter, and I'll be taking him back to my personal quarters. Hurry, and let them know it's urgent." The two abominations hurried away, and Darius turned to the door. Hunter stirred in his arms.  
"Mmh, wha- wha'are you doin'?" Darius started at hearing Hunter's broken voice. It sounded like he had lost his voice, like he had screamed it raw. Darius managed a small smile for him. Hunter's crimson eyes were glazed and looked as though he couldn't actually see Darius, but more like the wall directly behind him.  
"Don't worry about a thing, little prince." Darius assured him gently, holding him tight to his chest as he made his way out of Hunter's threadbare room and into the hallway. "You're sick and need some help. You're going to be alright."  
Almost immediately Hunter's eyes widened. His flushed face flooded with even more color as he tried to struggle against Darius.  
"N-no!" He mumbled frantically. "M'okay, d-don't need help!" Darius shook his head and turned a corner, cautiously looked around and over his shoulder with every third step.  
"You passed out in your closet." He chided. "I can't exactly find it myself to believe you. You look awful little prince." Hunter shook his head.  
"Was just restin'!" He protested weakly. Darius rolled his eyes. He couldn't carry Hunter the rest of the way if he kept fighting like this. Hunter needed rest, and Darius needed him to be calm.  
"Calm down Hunter." He urged gently, hoisting Hunter higher up against his chest. Hunter whimpered when he was jostled, his head bouncing against Darius' chest. "Panicking will only make this worse. You need some help, and that's okay." Hunter only continued to struggle. Darius struggled on his own to keep a good grip on him and prevent Hunter from falling to the floor. "For Titan's sake!"  
Suddenly a sweet tune filled the air as Darius and Hunter rounded the final corner. Raine stood against the wall, their viola in hand as they played a soft, slow melody that sounded like a lullaby. Their eyes were closed, seemingly lost in their music.  
One eye cracked open, and they smiled at Hunter and Darius. "Hello you two." They said, "How's your evening going?" Red bard magic floated around the hallway, circling Hunter and Darius.  
While Darius wasn't affected, Hunter's struggling slowed and his eyes dropped to half lids. His body went limp in Darius' hold, his gaze moved groggily to the little bird on his chest. The palisman took the opportunity to nuzzle up to Hunter's cheek.  
"Nice job Raine." Darius mumbled quietly. Raine's viola and bow disappeared and they smiled painfully.  
"It's the least I could do to help him relax." They approached Hunter and Darius slowly, their voice smooth and soft like velvet. "I didn't want to put him to sleep. Sickness enhances nightmares." Darius winced. "He'll be in a daze for a while, an hour or two tops or at least till I pull him out. Poor thing. He looks so miserable." Darius nodded, and the two witches hurried into Darius' private quarters without another word. Raine shut the door behind them and followed Darius to the couch where he laid Hunter. The young witch gasped softly with the sudden change in his elevation. The red cardinal chirped happily and nestled on Hunter's chest.  
While Darius hurried to the kitchenette connected to his quarters, he could hear Raine's gentle viola music filling the apartment. It allowed Darius to relax as he fetched the medical kit. When he returned to the living room, Raine had found a blanket and draped it over Hunter and his palisman. Hunter's head was propped up on the arm of the couch, his half-lidded eyes slowly sliding around the room.  
Darius laid a cold compress on his feverish forehead. The little palisman fluttered up to it to sniff it, then decided it was too cold to nest on and opted to bury himself in Hunter's messy blond hair. His ragged breathing made his chest a little too uncomfortable to nest on, it seems.  
He got to work on Hunter's infected arm, letting Raine's music keep all three of them calm. But at the same time, Darius wanted to punch Belos' lights out for hurting his nephew like this.  
At one point Eber crawled in through the window and made himself comfortable at Darius' feet where he could reach up and hold Hunter's hand when Darius stitched it up. Hunter's whole body seized when the needle touched him. Tears pooled in his eyes and he mumbled something completely incomprehensible. Raine changed their tune completely, and Hunter slowly relaxed back onto the couch. His eyes fluttered closed, and Eberwolf squeezed Hunter's hand tightly, chittering nervously. Raine sighed.  
"I'll wake him up and calm him if he has a nightmare." They assured Eber and Darius. "But I can't keep him calm during something like this if he doesn't want to be calmed. He's already confused and can't fully understand that we're trying to help him. I can't change his thoughts if he genuinely thinks we're going to hurt him." Darius bit down hard on his lips and tightened his grip on the needle to keep himself from scowling. It was extremely bad for the skin and this kid would not be the reason Darius got early wrinkles.  
Honestly, he doesn't know how Eda does it; with her two kids running around and getting into all kinds of trouble that she has to save them from. It must have only gotten worse since she lost her magic.  
Wait.  
Eda was literally a single mother of two. Darius was father to none. He didn't have any kids, and certainly not the Golden Brat. And yet- 
Looking at the kid, passed out on his couch and feverish to the touch, it made him nauseous. And not because of the obvious germs. 
What was he doing? Was he suddenly getting parental over a child he doesn't even care about? Darius looks back at the child sleeping on his couch with a stitched up arm that looks as ugly as Belos' heart.  
Yep. He's parental now. Maybe he'll have to ask Eda for a parenting book, since she's done such a great job raising those little monsters that somehow act just like her.  
Witches Duel from the Future
Chapter Summary
Luz has just fought Amity at the Covention, and it's turned out to be less than ideal. A little visit from their future selves couldn't hurt, right?
Luz stood in front of Amity, horror filling her chest. "Amity, I-I'm sorry! I-" 
"Save it Luz!" She screamed, turning on her heel and bolting from the arena. Eda was still cackling circles around Lilith, who looked as though she was one rhyme away from murdering her sister.  
But before Amity made it to the exit, vines shot across it, completely sealing it off. Amity shrieked and backed up so fast she fell over. She wheeled on Eda. "What is this?" She snapped, her eyes red and wet. Luz winced. Eda was now staring at the vines with a puzzled expression.  
"Wasn't me." She held up her hands in the universal sign of surrender with a shrug. Lilith glared at her.  
"Then who was it?" Lilith spat. "It certainly wasn't me, but- look !" She pointed to the center of the arena, where a large dias rose from the ground. Standing on it was- Eda the Owl Lady? But it wasn't? Her hair was cropped short and there was a bright white streak in it. The dias couldn't have been more than five feet tall, so Luz could make out her golden eye, and one silver one. She was missing an arm and held Owlbert tightly in her remaining hand. Luz's heart ached at the sight of her mentor's look-a-like, but screamed at the same time as she jerked her head to and from her Eda and the Eda that stood on the dias. Her Eda looked completely stunned at the sight of her battered self.  
Suddenly, a look-a-like to King popped up beside the Other Eda. He had a crack in his skull, but otherwise he looked the same. Other Eda pulled a small piece of paper from her pocket and tossed it into the air. Owlbert glowed, and the paper soared over to the other exit. As soon as the paper made contact with the exit, vines grew over it with lightning speed and completely sealed it off. Other Eda twirled her staff, and all remnants of the battle were removed from the arena.  
"Hello Boiling Isles!" Other Eda cheered. Other King scrambled up to her shoulder. "I know that you've seen some incredible things today, one of which being myself and my grand appearance!" She held her arm and a half high and spun a circle. Other King cheered. "But the day's not done, people! My name is Eda the Owl Lady, and this is King, my adopted son! And we, are from the future!" She took a bow, then straightened and spared a glance down at Luz. "Dang kid, I forgot how short you are! Ha! I'm just kidding, you're cute!" Luz gaped at Other Eda, who cackled.  
She twirled another circle, but when she came around, she had turned into what looked like a Harpy monster. Luz screamed and dashed over to Amity, who grabbed Luz's arm.  
"What's going on?" She shrieked. Luz snapped her head to look at Amity.  
"Why should I have any idea?" She demanded. Amity scoffed. "Because that's Eda! Your mentor!" Luz shook her head.  
"My mentor is just as confused as us!" She snapped. Amity's expression turned to one of fear as her Eda grinned.  
"Nice look." Other Eda preened at her past self's words, her large, feathery wings expanding to her full length. On her head, Other King stood tall and held a microphone. 
"You guys got to see what the Emperor's Coven looks for in witches!" He cheered. "Now you can see those witches without the boundaries of the Coven System!" Other Eda picked him up from her head and set him at her feet and stole the microphone.  
"In the left corner," The mentioned entrance of the arena lost its vines. Three figures stood in the shadows. "We have Amity Blight, Abomination major, Willow Park, Plant major, and Gus Porter, Illusions major and Oracle minor! All three of them will be using Palismen in their battle!" Luz's breath caught, and the three figures emerged into the light.  
It was definitely her two best friends; Willow's dark green hair was longer and braided, green face paint across her eyes and shielded by a pair of golden-rimmed glasses. She was taller than Luz had last seen, her bare arms ripped with muscle. Her green and black striped shirt sleeves were torn off and she wore fingerless leather gloves. Green combat boots laced up to the middle of her calves and she wore black leggings. A bee Palisman sat atop a brown staff. 
Gus wore a bright blue vest over a white shirt and deep blue pants. A looking glass hung from one of his ears and he was nearly the same height as Willow. His white shoes were streaked with the same light shade of blue as his vest. A purple gem rested on his chest from a golden chain, matching his three rings. He expertly twirled a blue staff with a chameleon Palisman. Like Willow, he walked with a confidence Luz had never seen either of her friends possess.  
But Amity was the most shocking. Her green hair was gone, replaced with a lilac color and brown hair streaking from her temples. Her outfit was a series of purple and black. The backs of her black leggings were open and stitched together in a criss cross pattern while deep purple combat boots laced together up to her knees. A purple dress shirt with wide open sleeves hung a few inches past her waist and cinched with a golden belt. She wore golden earrings and her nails were painted purple and black interchangeably. Her staff was a light purple with a white cat Palisman. Luz felt her face grow hot as Future Amity walked confidently beside Willow.  
"Whoa." She mumbled. Amity's mouth was open wide and her eyes were bulging.  
"Th-that's me." She gasped, holding Luz tighter. "It's me!" Luz nodded, aghast. Other Eda cackled at the awed gasps of the crowd.  
"If you guys think that's impressive, wait till you see the right corner!" The vines of the mentioned entrance also dissipated. "We have my personal favorite Human, Luz Noceda, majoring in personally discovered glyph magic! Hunter Noceda-Deamonne, Glyph magic major, and Vee Noceda, glyph magic major. All three Noceda siblings will be using Glyph magic while Hunter and Luz are using their trusty staves!" Luz felt like she was going to float away.  
Her future self was strutting into the arena dressed in a brown and white letterman jacket with a large E on it in bold white thread on the other side of a gold star. Her boots were deep brown and laced with bright purple. A bold pink, purple and blue pin on her floppy red beanie and blue jeans. She held a deep purple staff with a strange looking snake-creature on it. Her hair was longer and curlier than Luz's and a small scar was visible across her right eyebrow. 
The blond boy next to her wore a golden vest over a gray shirt, elbow length black gloves and a heeled brown boots over gray jeans. A satchel strapped to his waist was bulging, and he held a brown staff with a blue jay resting on the top. The most striking of his features was his marred face. His wild ash blond hair was rumpled in a handsome fashion and framed his tan, weathered face. A long, jagged pink scar stretched across the left side of his face and all the way down his neck while a small one peaked into his right cheek. Another one circled his notched right ear, and several more even bigger scars splashed across what could be visible of his arms. Luz's heart ached for this boy she didn't know. He looked like he had had a really rough go of life.  
The final girl had looked unnervingly like Luz, yet so different at the same time. Her eyes were very strange, with yellow pupils and deep blue irises. Her hair was tan colored with blue edges, framing her face. She wore a brown, long sleeved shirt with a large white heart in the center, elbow pads and shoulder pads. Boots laced up to her knees and covered ripped blue jeans. All three 'Noceda's' wore waist pouches and walked closely together, like they really were siblings. Future Luz walked in the middle and slightly in front of her siblings as though she was the one in charge with Future Hunter and Vee on either side of her with little distance between them. 
Luz tugged on Amity's arm. "I've never seen those two in my life!" She hissed. "How can they be my siblings?" Amity looked at her with wide eyes, but didn't respond.  
"Meet in the middle!" Future Eda shouted. The six teenagers marched to the center of the arena on either side of the dias Future Eda stood on. "Hey Lily! Be a dear and get these two out of fighting range!" She flicked her staff, and Luz's King went tumbling into Lilith's arms with a 'weh!' Lilith growled but grabbed Amity's arm and dragged her out of the arena. Amity yelped and held tight to Luz as Lilith pulled them into a viewing box. Almost instantly, her Eda, Willow and Gus were at her side.  
"What is this?" Gus asked. "I don't know Oracle magic!" Willow nodded.  
"And I look so cool!" She protested. "I-how can I look that cool! And what's with the awesome facepaint?" Luz shook her head.  
"I don't know." She replied. "But I wanna see this." She looked over at Lilith, whose face was pale while Eda looked positively giddy.  
"This is gonna be so good!" Eda exclaimed, holding King tightly. "I getta see my future self! This, kids, is a once in a lifetime experience!" Lilith scoffed.  
"They're messing with the entire timeline just to show off!" She exclaimed, throwing her hands in the air. Her palisman flew around her head in a tizzy till Owlbert tackled it out of the air. Eda cackled.  
"Are you kidding?" She demanded. "You're just mad because you're not here."  
"Ladies and gentle witches!" Future Eda cheered. "I give you the Hexsquad! Fight!" She scooped up King in her arms and flew off just as Future Amity threw her hand in the air, and a wave of purple Abomination goo zoomed towards the Noceda siblings.  
"Vee!" Future Luz called, stepping back and raising her staff. Hunter twirled his at a super speed that deflected any spells sent their way as the girl named Vee stepped in front of her sister and opened her mouth. Blue lines of pure magic seeped from the Abomination goo and were drawn directly to Vee's mouth, like she was inhaling it. The clay lost its purple color and splashed to the ground harmlessly. Next to Luz, Lilith's breath caught.  
"The girl is a basilisk!" She breathed. "I thought they were extinct!" Eda elbowed her harshly.  
"That's my kid's sister you're talkin' about!" She snapped. "Leave it." Lilith gaped at her, but turned her attention back to the fight.  
Future Amity groaned at the loss of her purple clay, but green vines quickly grew from the remnants. Future Willow's eyes glowed a brilliant emerald green as she rose in the air, supported by thick, voluminous vines. She threw her hands, much like Amity did, and vines of all types shot towards the Nocedas.  
At the same time, Future Gus summoned a purple wraith from his necklace and sent it at the siblings, but they scattered. Vee pounced on wraith and gobbled it up while Hunter and Future Luz pulled a few papers from their pockets. Luz squealed as she recognized the bright lights flaring up from Future Luz's hands. Balls of light. Light glyphs. She grabbed Amity's arm and pointed at her future self eagerly.  
"I know how to do that!" She exclaimed. "Glyph magic! I've discovered it!" Amity's expression was dumbfounded as Future Luz slapped a piece of paper on the ground and shot into the air on a large column of ice.  
"Come and get me Amity!" She shouted below her. Future Amity grinned wickedly.  
"You know it, batata!" She shouted back, swinging her arms and bringing a large wave of purple Abomination clay under her feet to form stairs. She scaled them with almost inhuman speed till she and Future Luz were on the same level. Luz shook Amity's arm again.  
" Batata means sweet potato!" She whispered frantically. "But it's my native language! Why would you call me a sweet potato in my own language?" Amity shook her head.  
"Your guess is as good as mine!" She protested, her face beet red. "I had no idea you speak a different language!" Luz groaned in defeat, and Amity jerked her arm out of Luz's grip. Their future selves were still battling it out fifty feet in the air while their 'friends' were down below.  
Vee and Future Gus were going head to head. Gus kept summoning illusions and wraiths, but Vee was sucking them up just as fast as he could summon them, and they could tell he was getting frustrated.  
"Why are you such a bottomless stomach?!" He demanded, his arms above his head to control another wraith. It was wreathed in blue magic of an illusion about to be cast. Vee laughed at him gleefully, like they were just two friends messing around. 
"I'm a basilisk!" She taunted, her high voice even more adorable than her appearance. "Why are you such a bottomless pit of illusions? It's the same!" Future Gus groaned and threw the illusion, but Vee just sucked it up again.  
"Ugh, Willow! Backup please!" Vee's multicolored eyes widened as Future Willow threw a hand in the air. Vines surrounded her from her toes to her shoulders, a single vine sliding across her mouth to prevent her from eating the magic. Vee's muffled shrieks came to a stop as she finally accepted defeat. Future Gus hurried over to her.  
"You're okay though, right?" He asked worriedly. "We didn't hurt you or anything?" Vee rolled her eyes playfully but shook her head, and Future Gus grinned. He hugged the vine-encased Vee before patting her on the head and dashing over to Hunter and Future Willow. "Heya Hunter!"  
Hunter and Future Willow had been dueling it out with pure magic. His blue jay palisman glowed brightly, and Hunter was whooshing around her in a blur of yellow. Future Willow was laughing as she kept trying to catch him, but every time she came close, he would disappear and reappear somewhere else.  
"We look like we're having more fun than battling." Willow whispered, chewing on her nails. Luz wrapped an arm around her friend and pulled her close.  
When Future Gus ran up to Hunter and Future Willow, Future Willow cheered while Hunter pointed his staff at him.  
"How's my sister?" He demanded. For a moment, the fight halted. Future Gus held up his hands in surrender.  
"Vee's fine! I made sure!" Future Willow flicked her hand, and the vine around Vee's face retracted so she could shout.  
"I'm fine hermano!" She assured him before the vine came back. Hunter seemed to shrink in relief. Future Gus readied his staff as it began to glow blue. "I went easy on her, it's her first real battle, ya know? But you, Hunter-" magic began to swirl around his hands. "This isn't your first battle!" Hunter grinned and held up his own staff.  
"Yeah, but I've been battling since before you could walk!" He teased. "I can take you out any day, magic or not!" Future Willow and Gus slapped hands, and they restarted their battle. Hunter whipped out dozens of papers, and elements flew everywhere; Fire, ice, water, earth, plants, even air bombarded the two witches. Hunter was a menace. Future Willow and Gus threw spell after spell, but the second the tide began to turn against Hunter, he grabbed another slip of paper and disappeared with a large inhale. Future Willow and Gus immediately went back to back.  
"Where did he go?" Future Gus cried. Future Willow looked around.  
"He used a glyph!" She called. "He'll have to breathe again soon, he can't stay invisible forever!" Future Gus nodded, and suddenly the large tower of ice melted, and Future Luz slid to the ground with Future Amity. Future Amity's hands were bound in vines and Future Luz held her pouch of Abomination goo out of reach. Next to Luz, Amity choked.  
"How did you beat me?" She demanded. Luz grinned. She was such a cool witch! 
"Probably because she's better than you!" Eda taunted. Amity growled, and Gus shrank away quickly. King cackled.  
"How's it going guys?" Future Luz asked, setting Future Amity on the ground before slapping another glyph on the ground and sliding it underneath Future Amity. The glyph activated, and Future Amity was lifted off of her feet and into the air, suspended by a gust of wind. She shrieked as her feet left the ground. Future Luz giggled, then turned back to the others. "Where's my sibs?" Future Willow and Gus looked at one another with wide eyes, then back at Future Luz.  
"Uh-" Future Willow was cut off by Hunter body slamming Future Gus and taking all three of them to the ground. "Ah! Hunter!" Hunter grinned, but when Future Willow shoved him off of her and Future Gus, his pale skin, blond hair and brown eyes melted away, giving way to the grinning form of Vee Noceda. Future Willow yelped, and suddenly Hunter reappeared, breathing heavily and threw an ice glyph at Future Willow and Gus. Future Willow's eyes began to glow, but Vee stood in front of her brother and opened her mouth, the silent threat louder than a scream.  
The witches had been defeated by the Nocedas. Future Willow and Gus both sighed and hung their heads while Future Amity shrieked. "Get me down! Now!" Future Luz cheered with her 'siblings' for a moment before deactivating the hover glyph and catching Future Amity in her arms. She broke through the vines holding Future Amity after setting her gently on the ground. Future Eda swooped down low and grabbed Future Luz by the arm and lifted said arm into the air.  
"Team Noceda wins!" She shouts. There was silence in the arena. Future Eda cackled.  
"What? You wanna see something else? What about Team Noceda versus all of these guys' present time counterparts? Would that make this more believable? I still say that was amazing!"  
Next to Luz, Lilith bristled. She held her staff high and flew into the air before landing in front of Future Eda. Lilith pointed her staff at her angrily.  
"I don't know what kind of trickery this is, but the most unbelievable thing about this is your 'Team Noceda'! The Golden Guard, a human and a basilisk? Siblings? You've lost your mind!" Other Eda cackled as Future Luz, Hunter and Vee huddled together, offended looks on their faces.  
"We're found siblings!" Future Luz defended. "Hunter and Vee are my siblings, and you can't say that we aren't!" Future Hunter wrapped his arms around his sisters.  
"Listen, Lilith." He attempted reasoning. "I'm a full year older than you last saw me. A lot's happened, and I'm happy now. These are my sisters, and I have a mom now! A real mom who actually cares about me, not just a woman who uses me for my usefulness and punishes me with pain! You see these scars?" He unwrapped one arm from Future Luz to gesture to his face. "Belos did this to me, a boy he claimed to be his nephew! He's a horrible man!" Lilith recoiled with shock. The crowd was silent. Luz looked at Amity, Willow and Gus. They were all wearing matching expressions of horror.  
Future Willow hurried up to Future Hunter and placed a hand on his cheek. She whispered something Luz couldn't hear, but Future Luz stepped back so Future Hunter could lean into Future Willow's hand and take deep breaths as she held up her free hand and counted up and down on her fingers. Willow blinked rapidly.  
"D-did Liltih call him the Golden Guard?" Willow muttered. "Why am I so close with the Golden Guard?!" Amity flushed.  
"Well, it's obvious we're friends again Willow." Willow's expression froze and her eyes widened. "So, I guess a lot can happen in one year, huh?" Willow blinked, and shrugged slowly.  
"Yeah," She mumbled. "We could get a headstart on that, if you wanted?" Amity's eyes widened, and she turned away. Willow deflated.  
Suddenly, a bright flash of yellow burst through the arena, and Future Hunter was on his back while Future Willow and his sisters were scattered around him, all groaning. Future Gus looked around, completely bewildered while Future Amity flicked her hand and pulled more Abomination goo from her pouch. Future King scrambled up to Future Eda's shoulder as a figure in a Golden Mask and a white cloak stood before the fallen Nocedas. His mechanical staff was topped with a white wing and a red gem where a palisman should have been. Lilith visibly tensed. Luz shot to her feet and scrambled down to the arena where she could hear better. Her friends followed her while King jumped up and landed on her shoulder.  
"Golden Guard!" Lilith exclaimed breathlessly, dropping to one knee. "I-I assure you, I have very little idea of the true happenings here, but these strangers claim to have been sent from the future itself for the sake of a show of strength!"  
The Golden Guard tightened his grip on his staff. Luz could see it from her place near the left entrance to the arena. "I see." He pointed his staff at the groaning figure of Future Hunter. The focus gem began to glow as he stepped closer. "And who are you really? Answer me truthfully, the Emperor-"  
"-is not a merciful man, us of all people know that. Me more than you." Future Hunter groaned as he climbed to his feet before dashing over to Vee and Future Luz. Future Gus and Amity hurried over to Future Willow. Once his sisters were up, Hunter twirled his hand and his wooden, palisman-topped staff flew into his hand. "Let me tell you, Hunter, things only get worse from here. Once you meet Luz here," He nudged Future Luz with his hip, who giggled mischievously. "Things get much, much worse before they get better. Ain't that right Captain?" Future Willow laughed and blew him a kiss?! Luz, Gus, Amity and Eda whirled around to look at Willow, who was redder than a tomato.  
The Golden Guard bristled. "You can't seriously be me!" He snapped, almost sounding desperate. "I would never betray my uncle like that!" Future Hunter winced.  
"Yeah, he's not-uh, believe me, I used to believe those same things. But he never really cared about us. Just something to think about." The Golden Guard raised his staff again, but before he could make another move, Hunter dissolved into a blur of gold and was suddenly right in front of the Golden Guard. He stole the artificial staff and tossed it from hand to hand while his palisman fluttered to his shoulder and nuzzled his cheek.  
"I remember using this." He hummed. He looked over his shoulder at Future Willow, who shook her head. Hunter grinned and twirled the staff, sweeping it over his body. Suddenly he was wearing the Golden Guard uniform, sans mask. "Took me forever to learn how though. Surprised me with how easy it was to learn to use a staff with a palisman instead." He swept the staff over himself again, and he was back in his normal clothes. He shuddered as he tossed the staff back to the stunned Golden Guard. "Forgot how uncomfortable those uniforms were." Suddenly Future Willow was beside him again.  
"But you're not the Golden Guard anymore." She placed a hand on his face and turned him towards her. He willingly obliged and met her gaze, a soft smile across his lips. "You're just Hunter. Hunter Noceda-Deamonne." Hunter smiled a little wider. He wrapped one arm around her waist and held her close to him.  
"Son of Camila Noceda, Darius Deamonne and Eda Clawthorn, nephew to Lilith Clawthorne and Eberwolf, brother to Luz, Vee and King." He recited like a line from a play. "I know, I know. Better than ever, happier than ever, always and forever." Future Willow giggled and pressed a kiss to his nose.  
"Don't forget about my brave, strong boyfriend!" She cooed. Hunter chuckled happily while his past self sputtered just feet away.  
"EEEEWW!" Future King jeered. "Cooties!" Future Willow and Hunter separated to glare at him playfully.  
"Are we heading back now, King?" Hunter drawled, a teasing edge to his voice. King clapped his paws together.  
"Yes yes!" He exclaimed. "Let's get out of here! Time to go!" He tilted his head to the side, as if he was listening to something. "Dad says we gotta go now!" He wasn't talking urgently, but both Future Hunter and Willow yelped and bolted back to the rest of the group as they gathered around Future Eda, with Future King on her shoulders. Luz shot out from the entrance to the arena.  
"Wait!" She shrieked. "How are you my brother and my mother's son but you're also the Golden Guard and yet you're also the son of two other people? Did my mother get married into a threesome and why do I have so many siblings? I'm an only child and-" Suddenly Future Hunter was in front of her, placing his finger on her lips.  
"It'll all make sense in time, hermanita." He assured her. "It's going to be hard, but it'll be worth it. Trust me, as someone who easily got the worst luck out of our ragtag encontrado familia, I can say that your future is very bright. You have an awesome family, if I do say so myself, you've got a pretty awesome girlfriend-" He looked over his shoulder at Future Amity, who blew Luz a kiss, then pressed her lips to Future Luz's cheek who squeaked, then literally melted. Luz blushed furiously as she heard Amity shriek behind her. "And you've got the best friends in the whole world. Willow, Gus, me, Amity, Vee, Masha, Skara, Barcus, Viney and so many more, you'll love them all, and they'll love you, but you need to be patient and give time to those who need it. I needed a lot of time and patience to come around." He took her hands in his and squeezed them tight. "Just don't give up, bueno? Don't give up on yourself, you've seen what you'll be able to do with time and practice. Don't give up on your friends; they're everything to you now. And please don't give up on me. I like this life I have with you. I go to Hexside with you, I learn all kinds of magic with you, and then we go home to Mom and Vee on weekends and stay at the Owl House during the week. I'm your number one fan, and I know you're mine. You just can't give up on that, and everything will work out, bueno?" 
Luz blinked, then threw her arms around him.  
"I won't give up!" She exclaimed tearfully. "I promise I won't, hermano!" Hunter tensed, then hugged her back even tighter.  
"You'd better not." He teased softly. "Cause I don't know what I'd do if I had to go on my first date without my Luzita to go to for help, got it?" Luz giggled and pulled away. She waved at him as he returned to his friends. He waved back before turning to take Future Willow's hand. She winked at Luz and her past self, then grabbed Hunter by the shoulders and threw him into a dip and kissed him deeply. The rest of the group cheered loudly while Future King jeered and booed, but Future Eda clamped a hand over his face. There was a bright flash, and they were all gone.  
The Golden Guard shrieked and made a hasty retreat.  
Lilith dashed off, muttering something about curses and horrible vengeance.  
Amity passed out.  
Willow was reduced to a mumbling, stuttering mess. 
And Luz was grinning brightly, ear to ear. Things were going to look up, and she was looking forward to it.  
Huntlow/Winter Omegaver
Chapter Summary
Hunter's Alpha has denied him attention as punishment, but Hunter finally has someone to give him the attention he deserves.
Chapter Notes
Hello Lovelies! Just so y'all know, I'm taking requests now in the comments! No smut or lemons, as I have mentioned earlier, but I would love to hear from you guys!
Hunter laid on his bed and stared at the ceiling. He was feeling world renowned crumby. His body felt itchy. The wrong kind of itchy. The kind of itchy he gets when he's craving the touch of his Alpha. But Belos has already denied him that. He had failed his mission. He didn't deserve to feel good. He didn't deserve anything; His Alpha had made that very clear.  
But Hunter still wanted to feel better. Flapjack tried to help. He rubbed his tiny, feathery body up against the scent glands of Hunter's neck and while Hunter had to admit that the little cardinal bird was helping quite a bit, it wasn't enough. His inner Omega was whining for the comfort of an Alpha, but his Alpha didn't want to help him. He had left Hunter to stew and whine and wither as a punishment. But he had failed his last mission as well, and Hunter's Omega was screaming at him for any kind of attention.  
He knew that his Alpha was doing this for his own good. His Alpha only wanted what was best for him. Everything he did to Hunter was with his best interests at heart. Even if it hurt, Hunter would be better off because of it in the long run.  
Right? 
He'd seen other Omegas with Alphas looking after them, and none of them are as sad-looking as he is. Does he fear his Alpha? Yes, of course, but Hunter also loves him. To the ends of this world, he loves his Alpha. But sometimes, Belos just scares him. He was sure that Belos only wanted to help him, but sometimes he wondered if his Alpha was really going about it in the right way.  
But right now, he just wanted to be held by someone. He wanted attention the Omega part of him craved so deeply.  
Flapjack nuzzled his cheek, and Hunter barely managed a smile. "Thanks Flap." He mumbled. Just then, his scroll buzzed. Hunter groaned as he rolled over to pick it up. His muscles felt so tight and it hurt. But when he saw who had messaged him, all the pain was momentarily forgotten.  
It was Willow. Strong, beautiful, steady, Alpha Willow. She was everything Hunter had ever dreamed of in a best friend, but he couldn't allow himself to think that. He already had an Alpha. One who had given him everything. He couldn't let himself drool over another Alpha just because she had shown him kindness one time. But no matter how much he tried to push those thoughts away, his Inner Omega always purred at the mere thought of the plant witch.  
 
Hellow_Willow: Hey Caleb! Are you able to steal an hour or two away from the Castle? I was hoping we could talk! 
 
Hunter had no idea how to respond to that. He never knew how to talk to her. What would she want to talk about that they couldn't discuss in person? Oh Titan, had he already failed at being a good friend? They barely ever saw each other? How could he have- oh.  
 
RulersReachF4N: i cAn-seE Ab,out. iT 
Why did he have to be so bad at texting? Why was it so difficult? Gah!  
Welp, he didn't have anything better to do right now. He had already finished his paperwork, and he didn't want to sit here and wallow, so he held out his hand for Flapjack to hop in. His palisman chirped excitedly as Hunter stood. He needed to be stealthy if he wanted to get away with this. He stuck his artificial staff under his blanket to create an illusion of him sleeping and hid the glow of the red gem with his pillow.  
Hunter opened the window and mounted his staff before kicking off. "Let's go Flapjack." And they were off.  
It took nearly ten minutes to fly to Willow's house by following the GPS on his scroll. The ivy covered house came into view, and Hunter landed on her balcony. Willow was leaning against its railing and happily watched him land. The railing was covered in brightly colored flowers and rich green leaves and vines.  
"Hiya Hunter!" She cheered, grabbing his arm and dragging him inside. His inner Omega was shrieking at him, 'Alpha! Alpha!' But Hunter couldn't allow himself to keep thinking that. Titan, he forgot to take his suppressant potion before coming here. Hunter tried to silence his Omega and forced a grin as Flapjack soared past them and found Clover the giant bee curled up in a pile of Willow's clothes in the corner of her room. Clover buzzed happily when Flapjack settled down next to her and the two palismen cuddled up close to each other, and Hunter laughed until Flapjack shot him a look. 
"Take a lesson." He chided Hunter. "Boy needs to be like me!" Hunter froze as Willow giggled at the two little creatures.  
"What do you mean by that, you little twit?" Flapjack twitched his feathers and repeated his statement, but cuddled closer to Clover, who seemed to get the gist of the conversation and snuggled with Flapjack. Hunter flushed brilliantly, and Willow gently took Hunter's hand. Hunter found himself embarrassed to be wanting more.  
"What did he say?" She asked. Hunter reached up and scratched the back of his neck.  
"Uh, nothing!" He exclaimed. "He was just teasing." Hunter could feel Flapjack's disapproving glare. "So uh, what did you want to talk about?" Willow's bright smile slowly dimmed, and Hunter immediately started to panic. His face was the pinnacle of calm, but his heart was threatening to beat out of his chest. Had he done something wrong? Had he disappointed her without even knowing it? Willow had always been so nice to him. The least he could do is take any punishment from her. He hated Alpha punishments, as they were usually much worse than any punishments given by Betas like Kikimora. 
Willow took his other hand in hers and led him over to her bed. They sat down on the edge and Willow pulled her legs up to a criss cross. Hunter gently kicked off his shoes and set them neatly at the foot of the bed. His Omega wouldn't allow him to be messy. Willow's room was nice and tidy, exactly how he craved things.  
"Hunter, I'm worried about you."  
Hunter blinked. Those were not the words he expected her to say. He was expecting to get punished. Not this. He tilted his head.  
"Why?" He asked honestly. "I-I didn't think I was worrying you." Willow sighed and gently squeezed his hands. 
"You're so reserved, and you always smell so sad. You don't have any pack smells on you, and the only other influence I can ever smell on you isn't one I like. Who's doing this to you, Hunter? It's killing me that I can't help you when I care about you so much!"  
Hunter stared at her like she had just fallen from the sky. "P-pack smells?" He asked. Was that seriously his only question? Yes. yes that was. He wanted a pack, so desperately, but Alpha had always said that packs were weakening to the soul. They made you dependent, and when one of them left, the whole pack would fall apart and leave everyone worse for wear, save for the one who left, but what was the point in joining a pack just so you could leave? Hunter couldn't see it, but he agreed with his Uncle even if his Omega jeered against it.  
Willow sighed again, reaching up to cup his face in a single hand. Hunter unconsciously leaned into her touch, and Willow's eyes filled with tears.  
"You don't have a pack, do you?" She asked. Hunter blinked once, then shook his head. "But I can smell another scent on you. Who is it?"  
"My uncle." He replied immediately. She looked so disappointed by the fact that he didn't have a fact. He was willing to do anything to get that frown off of her face. "He's my Alpha and said that packs make you weak." Willow's lips parted in shock.  
"Y-your uncle claimed you?" She exclaimed, letting go of Hunter and shooting to her feet. She immediately began to pace. "How could he get any worse? Claiming immediate family is the most disgusting thing I've ever heard of!" Hunter gaped. Was it really that bad?  
Something in him told him to listen to Willow. To try to understand her better and see where she was coming from. He crossed his legs like she had been doing and pinched them tightly to his body. "Why is that so bad?" He wanted to understand, he wanted her to calm down. Willow wheeled on him and ran her hands through her dark green hair.  
"Would you claim the Emperor as your mate?" She demanded. Hunter's eyes widened. He didn't like this. He didn't like this at all. Willow was upset. Her pheromones were only making things worse. They smelled foul, like roadkill and burnt fertilizer. Her hair was a mess and her eyes were wild, little pinpricks in replace of her pupils.  
"N-no." He managed. Willow paused, then took a deep breath and closed her eyes. When she opened them again after counting slowly under her breath, her eyes were back to normal. She looked calmer and gently smoothed out her hair.  
"Claiming someone as your Omega essentially means claiming them as your mate." She explained. Hunter's eyes widened. Alpha. . . lied to him? It was so hard to believe, but somehow he knew that the Captain would never lie to him. Not about this. Hunter stared down at his lap. His inner Omega was going crazy, and his breathing picked up. He didn't like what he was feeling. He wanted to feel safe again. But he was unsure, he was scared.  
Willow picked up his hands. "Hunter." Her voice was so soft and sweet. Such a change from just a few moments ago. "This is why I'm worried. Can you see it?" Hunter nodded. Yes, he could see it. He didn't want to be mated to his uncle. Why would he lie to him about that? Why would he- 
"Hey, calm down." His gaze slid back up to Willow's. When had he looked down? He wasn't sure. "Your scent is going crazy, Love. Just listen to me, okay? Did-did he at least take care of you?" Hunter furrowed his eyebrows.  
"What in the realm of Titan makes you think he actually took care of me?" He demanded, rising to his own feet. He knew he shouldn't be snapping at her, but he was scared. And when he was scared, it was his survival instinct to get mad instead. "He left me on top of a mountain with a gaggle of other new recruits to see how fast we could get down to the bottom with only the natural resources! He's had all kinds of scouts and Coven members try to kill me to see if I could survive! Every time I get hurt on missions he doesn't let me go to the Healing Coven because he says that I need to increase my pain tolerance! Does that make him sound like he's the kind of person to take care of an Omega?"  
Willow's eyes widened, and Hunter tried to steady his breathing. He had just yelled at an Alpha. One that had shown him kindness that no one ever extended to him before. And he repaid her by yelling. Hunter backed up, his gloved hands finding their way to his hair and winding through it. He felt like such an idiot. Oh Titan what was wrong with him? He was going to get punished, he was-oh. 
A sweet, almost intoxicating smell filled his nose. It smelled like roses and fairy tangerines mixed with something that smelled like vanilla. It filled his head and addled his mind, washing over him like a blanket. Warmth swept across his waist and the back of his neck, creeping forward and upwards. Willow was behind him - how did she get behind him?- her soft hands were holding his waist and her neck was over his, their scent glands rubbing together as she gently began to sway left and right.  
"Breathe." Her voice was a soothing whisper, and Hunter couldn't fight his every instinct telling him to unravel, to melt right into her strong arms. Her scent poured over him, and Hunter found the gentle swaying the most soothing thing in the world as he unconsciously sucked in a deep breath, followed by another. "I'll show you."  
What was she going to show him? Hunter had forgotten what they were talking about. She was so warm and soft when he caught himself leaning back against her. Willow's hand crept around his front and began rubbing soft circles into his stomach over his shirt. Hunter whimpered pathetically. She was turning him into literal mush. For some reason he was perfectly okay with that. 
"G-gotta sit down." Hunter felt bad for ruining the moment, but he was going to fall over. Instead of pulling away, Willow gently led him backwards and lowered them both onto the bed, sitting directly behind him while his legs dangled over the edge of the bed. She pulled him into her arms, flush against his back and carded her fingers through his hair, still swaying back and forth. It was almost dizzying for Hunter. One of Willow's hands was in his hair, the other rested on his stomach while her nose poked around the scent glands on his neck. Her chest was rumbling deeply and soothingly. Hunter hummed softly; he didn't even notice the soft hum had become a low purr. Willow chuckled against his neck. His thoughts were everywhere with no coherent one in sight.  
"This is what it means to take care of your Omega." She whispered. "And if Belos won't do it, I will. I'll take care of you, Hunter. Okay?" Hunter moved his mouth, but nothing came out, so he responded with a single nod. Willow held him just a little bit tighter, and Hunter felt just a little bit safer. She leaned forward and rubbed their cheeks together, and Hunter's purring increased in volume. He couldn't bring himself to care.  
Her scent poured over him, and Hunter rested his head against hers. His scent glands tickled. He had never felt this was before. Belos had never cared enough to ever hold him, especially not like he was ever actually worth being held. Hunter gripped her knee as his eyes slipped closed.  
"Th-thanks, W-Wills." Willow pressed her lips to his scent gland behind his ear with a giggle.  
"You're such a cutie." She whispered. "My perfect Omega."  
My perfect Omega.  
She cared enough to claim him as hers. Unofficially of course, but enough to rock his world. His head was fuzzy and his nose was tingling; Willow's scent was making it so very hard to think.  
She was cupping his face now. Her lips were pressed to his nose. "You're so cute." Hunter leaned helplessly into her touch and purred loudly. Willow chuckled at the pheromones he must have been producing and rubbed circles on his cheek with her thumb. "All mine." She kissed his nose again, and Hunter's breath caught. There it was. He mattered to someone. He mattered to Willow. She had no obligation to care about him, or hold him or help him, but for a moment, he wasn't Hunter the Golden Guard; he was just Caleb the Flyer Derby player, having a quiet night with his Alpha, who cared about him more than anyone had ever cared about him before.  
"Y-you mean it?" Hunter blinked his eyes open to see Willow smiling brilliantly at him, her bright green eyes shining with pure joy.  
"I mean it." She tilted her head just a bit, and Hunter leaned his head with her. She giggled. "I really, really like you Hunter. A whole lot." Hunter's fingers began tapping furiously on his knee.  
"M-me too." He mumbled, unable to look away from her. "I like you too." Willow's smile only brightened further.  
"I should have asked this earlier." She giggled. "I-I want to be your Alpha, if you'll let me. I want to take care of you. I want to love you forever." Hunter blinked at her, the gears in his head working overtime.  
"I-I do too." He agreed pathetically. "I want to love you too, I mean." Willow's eyes sparkled as she hugged him tightly.  
That was the last time he saw her in person before he journeyed into his Uncle's- no, his creator, he's a monster, nothing more than a creation in a lab- mind. Belos had noticed when Hunter came to report in the morning smelling different, but he blamed it on the fact that he had had a run in with a drunk, handsy idiot while in Bonesborough. A believable lie, of course, given his second gender.  
But now he was sitting in the middle of a dark, freezing forest and shaking furiously, tearing at his hair and no longer attempting to hold back his tears. They fell down his face like two pouring waterfalls.  
Everything he had ever known was a lie. Everything. He wasn't a real person. He was a monster. He was just a creature made in a lab that shouldn't have any real place in society. A monster whose only purpose was to serve his creator like a slave. A sniveling slave. Oh Titan, that's exactly what he is. A sniveling slave. That's what he's been his whole life.  
His Al-Unc- Emperor Belos lied to him about everything. His life, his purpose, did Belos even talk to the Titan? Hunter didn't know, but he couldn't bring himself to care. All of his instincts were going wild. He didn't know what to do. He was all alone. Clouds were gathering. A storm was coming. He would be killed if he didn't find shelter soon. He couldn't smell his pheromones anymore. His eyes were picking up everything in the area. He could hear everything. He could feel every morsel in the dirt below him. His breathing was frantic, yet he couldn't get enough air. He couldn't breathe at all.  
Flapjack tried to help him. He tried to nuzzle himself against the scent gland on Hunter's neck, but Hunter buried his dirty gloves in his hair and shook his head furiously. "Why do you stay, Flapjack?" He demanded, but there was no real malice in his voice. Only the voice of a heartbroken Omega who had lost everything; been betrayed by the only family he had ever known. "I'm a monster! I-I don't deserve you!" Flapjack twittered.  
'No!' He protested, nuzzling deeper in Hunter's neck. 'My boy is my boy. Favorite boy! Love boy!' How could Flapjack love a monster like him? It didn't make any sense?  
"Hunter!" A voice boomed all around him, reverberating in his ears and bouncing around in his head as it gained volume. No. They had found him. Hunter shot to his feet and Flapjack transformed into his staff form, easy for Hunter to take. The animal side of his Omega was going crazy and bouncing around his chest. He was itching. He needed to bolt. He couldn't fight, he was weakened and terrified. He turned tail and ran.  
Hunter ran and ran, his surroundings blurring around him in blobs of red and purple and deep green and brown. He was picking up a new scent. Like roadkill and burnt fertilizer. Where had he smelt that before? It was familiar in a horrible way. One that he didn't like.  
The voice was fading behind him as he became a yellow blaze in space and zoomed ahead-only to be stopped by a wall of flowery vines. He knew those vines.  
"Hunter!" Willow was closing in on him, behind him. Hunter spun around and came face to face with her. Her eyes were wide and sparkling with concern, and Hunter knew that everything would be okay. Okay, because Willow was here. She was safe. She could help him.  
But- 
Hunter raised his staff. "How did you know where I was?" He demanded, even though his Omega was screaming at him to trust her. He needed logic here. His senses were going haywire. Willow held up her hands slowly, her movements gentle and predictable.  
"Uh-well, I was sitting in my room," She moistened her lips. "And I got this feeling that, that I needed to be somewhere. So I took Clover," The mentioned palisman zoomed into view at the sound of her name. "And she took me here. It was like she knew where I needed to be. She took me here, and I heard you. Hunter, what's wrong?"  
Flapjack turned back into his animal form and flew over to Clover hesitantly. The big bee allowed Flapjack to come to her before her eyes glowed a soft white light. Flapjack's did as well, and as soon as the glow faded, Flapjack zoomed back over to Hunter.  
'Friends!' He chirped happily. 'Safe!' Hunter felt a small amount of tension leak from his shoulders, and he nodded to Willow, who smiled hesitantly and held up an arm.  
"Can I touch you, sweetie?" She asked. Hunter blinked, then nodded. Willow slid her arms around his shoulders, and Hunter realized that they were shaking. Willow cooed.  
"It's alright Love," She whispered. "I've got you, you're safe now, my perfect Omega." Hunter lets out a breath that he didn't realize he had been holding, and leans into Willow's soft embrace. His face stings from tears and his muscles are burning. Willow smells like roses and freshly-tilled dirt. It's refreshing.  
You're a monster. The dark part of his mind decided to remind him unhelpfully. Hunter's breath caught as he pushed himself away from Willow. "I-" Willow reached out to him again, her eyes wide.  
"Hunter, calm down." Her voice was soft. "You're going feral." That got him to pause; he looked down at his hands and saw the claws growing from his fingers. How was this happening? How could he be an Omega, and a Grimwalker? 
Belos created him, he was able to choose what went in and what didn't. He decided that Hunter would be an Omega.  
That would have made him easier to control. And it did.  
But Belos didn't account for Hunter's own mind. Hunter had found his own secret weapon; the most perfect Alpha-girl in the whole Boiling Isles, a witch who helped him understand the differences between love and manipulation. A witch who had been his safety net since that night in her bedroom.  
He had Willow. Hunter took a deep, relaxing breath as Flapjack nuzzled Hunter's cheek again from his perch on Hunter's shoulder. He once again nodded to Willow, who slowly slid her arms around Hunter's shoulders once again. 
"We can head back to my house." She offered. "You can rest there, then you can tell me what happened in the morning. Kay?" Hunter couldn't bring himself to nod, or give her any agreement. He couldn't take advantage of her like that, not when the possibility of her throwing him to the curb after he tells her what he is.  
"I-I'm a monster." He mumbled. Willow pulled away just enough to see his face.  
"What?" She whispered. "You could never be anything like that, okay? You're not a-" Hunter cut her off with a sharp growl.  
"I'm a Grimwalker." He snapped, pulling away from her completely and backing up into her wall of vines. "Emperor Belos made me after the brother that he killed. Every Golden Guard before me was just another copy of a dead man. A human man, Willow! Emperor Belos is a human named Philip! My original name was Caleb, and Flapjack knew that! He has to have known that! Grimwalkers are the most disgusting creatures in the whole of the Boiling Isles, and he chose to make me an Omega so I would be easier to control! I am a monster, and you can't say I'm not-" 
Willow grabbed his face in her hands and yanked him forward, crashing their lips together. Hunter squeaked, and it was only a moment before Willow began to pull away when Hunter gained his bearings again and responded. He titled his head to the left and moved their lips in what seemed like a dance. Willow smiled against his lips and reached up to place one of her hands on his neck over his scent glands and the other on his waist while Hunter wrapped both arms around her neck. They pulled away a moment later, but it felt like hours to Hunter. Willow's face was flushed pink, visible even in the dark, and was smiling broadly.  
"I love you, Hunter." She whispered. "Nothing can change that. I meant it when I said it the first time, still do. You are you, and that's the best thing you can be."  
Hunter stared at her with wide eyes. "O-okay." Was that seriously the only thing he could say?! Willow moved her hand to the base of his head and gently tilted it downwards, and Hunter went without protest. His nose settled into the crook of her neck, and Willow began to slowly sway left and right as relaxing pheromones pumped from her scent glands. Hunter sighed as he let them fill his head and quite his mind. His arms slipped to her waist and held her loosely. Willow pressed her lips to his head, and Hunter hummed softly at the contact.  
"Let's head back to my place, m'kay?" She asked softly. "It looks like it might rain soon."  
Hunter nodded, and they made their way back to Willow's house, where her dads were more than understanding when they were told the full story. Besides, Hunter looked pretty sorry sitting on the couch, practically limp against their daughter's shoulder while his glazed eyes fluttered open and closed every so often.  
They knew that when the time came, everything would turn out okay. 
Evelyn and Caleb
Chapter Summary
Caleb and Philip have been searching for a way home to the breaking point. Luckily they have a kind witch waiting for them back home. Cue Caleb being a selfless brother to a very selfish little brother who can't take a hint!
Philip and Caleb dragged each other through Bonesbourough, both exhausted to the bone and sore. Well, Caleb more than Philip. Philip had decided to poke around in as many places as he could to find natural portals back home, but nearly every time resulted in an accident that Caleb had to save him from; firebees, monsters, skin-eating fairies, vengeful witches, etc. All things Caleb pushed Philip out of the way of. Philip had gotten through the day covered in mud, slime, dirt, grime and some kind of ash-like substance, while Caleb was covered in fire bee stings, some kind of snake bite, blood and thousands of bruises, scrapes and scratches.  
Cordelia and Kedar Clawthorne and their daughter Evelyn had been kind enough to invite the Wittebane brothers into their home, telling them they were welcome anytime, and they should come back in the evening after their adventures. Philip wanted nothing more than to decline and never see the family again, Caleb was sure of it. But he was more than thankful to the Clawthorn family for their generosity and took them up on their offer. He had to drag Philip there, of course, as his stubborn brother refused to spend yet another night amongst witches and only succeeded in draining Caleb's dwindling energy even further. He was ready to collapse by the time they knocked on the Clawthorn's door again in the evening. They waited for a moment, and Philip leaned against Caleb's arm. Caleb quickly wrapped it around Philip's shoulders to give him better support.  
At least Caleb had the knowledge that no matter what happened, he would always have his brother beside him.  
Blessedly, it was Evelyn who answered the door. Sweet Evelyn who peppered them with question after question about the Human Realm that Caleb was more than happy to answer while Philip murmured about giving her access to the secrets of humans and knowledge of how to defeat them. Caleb was about ready to strangle his beloved brother.  
Evelyn's hands flew to her mouth and she quickly opened the door wider to let the brothers Wittebane in, closing it behind them and hurrying to the couch. "Here." She ordered. Once both brothers were sitting, she knelt in front of them and held up a hand. She twirled her finger, an orange circle left in her finger's wake. Caleb suddenly felt like he was being pulled forward, and all the offending substances soaking his skin and clothes were pulled off of him and thrown out the window. He barely needed to spare a glance at Philip to know that she had done the same to him as well. Evelyn turned back to them and crossed her arms.  
"Who here is more injured?" She asked. Caleb put a hand on Philip's shoulder. It was only right that he be treated first. Caleb would survive a few more minutes. Philip had given him their father's coat for the day after he had gotten stung by the bees to prevent any dirt from getting into the open wounds, so Philip's injuries were more visible than Caleb's.  
"Pip." He replied without missing a beat. "Him first." Philip's head snapped over to Caleb, but Evelyn was already perching beside the younger Wittebane with a blue circle around her outstretched hand. Philip recoiled instantly.  
"Wh-what are you doing?" He demanded. Evelyn rolled her eyes playfully and waved her hand over him.  
"Examining you for your injuries." She replied, turning her focus back to her circle. "I can see a bruised rib, a couple of major bruises, some scrapes and cuts but nothing that can't heal naturally. I can heal the rib now or, because I know how you are with magic, I can just wrap it manually and you can wait for it to heal on your own." Philip nodded, a small smile on his lips.  
"That would be preferred. Thank you for your kindness Evelyn." That got a genuine smile from Evelyn, and for some reason, Caleb felt his heart jolt. But he knew that Philip's smile was not genuine. He's known his brother long enough to know when he was lying. And his motives. He wanted to keep Evelyn satisfied so she would keep helping them. Caleb stifled a groan and the urge to roll his eyes. Typical.  
Evelyn fetched the supplies and helped Philip wrap his middle with the white gauze. She handed him some ointment to rub onto his bruises, which he took gratefully with a shark toothed smile dripping with venom.  
"Your turn Caleb. Jacket comes off now." Oh right. Caleb hadn't forgotten about how much his skin feels like it's going to burst into flames and how nearly every bone in his arm was probably broken. Or how sore every single one of his muscles feels. He sheepishly shed his father's coat and handed it to Pip, who shrugged it on quickly. Evelyn's eyes widened at the sight of his marred arms. 
"Heh, right." His face felt hot. He watched as Evelyn twirled her finger and drew another circle of magic. It encased her wrist as she moved her hand up and down, her eyebrows narrowing as she went.  
"Give it to me straight, doc." Caleb threw his good hand over his face dramatically. "Am I gonna die?" Evelyn paused, then giggled.  
"Well, dingus," She tilted her head and her circle disappeared. "It looks to me like you might, given how you lied to me when I asked you two which one of you was more injured and you said it was your brother, when it was obviously you." Caleb let his arm drop to his side and bit his lip.  
"Y-you're not an older sibling, Evelyn." He cast his eyes down. "I'm just doing my job." He shifted in his seat on the fluffy couch. "Like I was when I was pushing Pip out of the way of that firebee hive, or away from that giant Stonesleeper, or the Bewilderbeast, and the crazy witch who wanted to eat our bones and make fang-picks from our sinews. For your information, all of those situations were presented to us against my judgements because somebody thought that we should 'leave no stone unturned'." Evelyn's expression fell, and she glared at Philip.  
"What in Titan's name were you thinking?" She snapped, waving her hand at him. Philip crossed his arms dejectedly. "You could have gotten yourselves killed, but instead you went ahead and got your brother beat up. Feel good about that?" Philip shook his head after a moment.  
"I didn't mean to." He mumbled, sounding betrayed. Instantly Caleb felt bad for throwing him under the carriage. He tried to reach out to him, but his shoulder flared with pain, and Caleb retracted it with a hiss. Philip immediately reached for him and grabbed Caleb's hand. Caleb turned his hand over to squeeze back. Evelyn held her hand up to his shoulder and grimaced.  
"Definitely dislocated." She diagnosed. "2 cracked ribs, deep bruises, several dozen firebee stings and how in Titan's name did you manage to break or crack every other bone in your left arm? Have you yet realized that firebees have venom in their stingers?" Caleb's eyes widened, and Philip's hand tightened around his own.  
"Uh, well they certainly hurt more than they do back home." He tried to joke, but Pip wasn't finding any of it funny. Evelyn cracked a smile, so he called it a win. "So, what do I do?" Evelyn sighed.  
"Well, since I'm no major in healing magics, the most powerful healing spell I know is the one I'll have to use. It takes the body's own energy to fuel a fast and immediate recovery, but people tend to favor other methods since it drains so much of the paitent's energy. I don't want to wait till my mother gets back from shopping so she can do it because of the firebee venom, and I'm not sure how that'll affect your human body." Caleb bit the inside of his cheek, then nodded.  
"Alright, let's do it." He met her golden gaze, so strange, and yet so safe. "I trust you." Evelyn smiled and muttered something under her breath. Her blueish-white circle took on a deeper, richer blue color. Caleb watched in amazement as his bare arms closed over and healed, leaving not even a speck of evidence that he had been wounded just moments before.  
"Amazing!" He breathed. Evelyn flushed, a shy smile on her lips.  
"Just wait for it." Her voice was soft and gentle. "It'll kick in any moment now." Caleb nodded, and Pip held his hand just a little bit tighter.  
Suddenly his eyelids were ten times heavier than they were only moments ago and his neck was screaming at him to drop his head. A shuddering gasp left his lips, and he could vaguely hear Evelyn speaking again. Her gentle hand was on his shoulder, and suddenly the world was tilting sideways. His head landed on something soft, and a gentle chuckle rang through his ears.  
". . . got you. . . I've got. . . sleep now. . ." Words blurred together in a slur of sounds. A gentle hand was carding through his hair. The hand was smaller than Pip's. Softer. More delicate. Not Pip then. Who-? 
A blurry face entered his sideways vision; rust colored hair, pale skin and eyes made of molten gold directly above him. A woman. A smiling woman. She was happy, giggling even. Her mouth was moving, but Caleb couldn't find it in himself to understand what she was saying.  
Black spots tinted the corners of his vision. The gentle hand was tenderly stroking his cheek now. Caleb couldn't fight the urge to lean into the contact as sleep finally overtook him. 
Spanish Luz AU
Chapter Summary
Luz has come to the Boiling Isles, but just like Connecticut, her inability to speak English once again gets in her way. She's lucky that her Owl Mama will stop at nothing to talk to her.
Chapter Notes
My first request fic, and I'm quite proud of it! Google translate was in use here, but it was mostly my own knowledge of Spanish, as I am learning it slowly. If there are any mistakes, then please don't slam me about it! ;)
See the end of the chapter for more notes 
Eda isn't sure what to think. She's got a human child in her house who wants to be a witch and thinks Eda is the coolest thing since sliced dire-bread, but doesn't speak English. 
On one hand, it's more interesting than a human who can speak her language. It's like a game of charades that they're both invested in. It's a struggle, but it's fun. 
On the other hand, it is a struggle. It takes a while for Eda to figure out what Luz needs. She can barely figure out if it's urgent or not. Sometimes it's important, sometimes it's not. Sometimes it gets so difficult that Luz' face falls, she drops her arms, waves Eda off and gives up, stalking back up to her room sadly.
So, they've made up their own language. It's a mixture of English and Spanish words that they've been able to translate. It's not much, but Eda can now understand Luz better than anyone else in the whole Boiling Isles. Their specific hand and arm gestures don't hurt either. When they're talking about King, they put their hands up on their heads to indicate a crown, then wave a hand around the back of their waists to indicate a tail. When they're talking about food, they mimic eating out of a bowl with a spoon, then hold up a finger number one through three. One means breakfast, two means lunch, three means dinner, and flickering numbers mean snacks. Then they rub their bellies to indicate hunger. Figuring out the number system was extra helpful. 
Luz is moving around a stack of cups on the table when Eda approaches. She snaps her fingers to let Luz know she's there. "Hola, Luz." Luz turns around and waves happily at Eda. "¡Hola Eda!" She gestures dramatically for Eda to come over. "Coma aqui!" (Come here) Eda gets the message and sits beside Luz. Is she going to teach Eda something new? 
When Eda sits down, Luz holds a hand above her head and mimes an explosion. An accident? Nothing looks like something is wrong. Eda tilts her head in confusion. She shrugs her shoulders and makes a confused expression. Luz bites her lip, then she holds up a hand in a 'wait' gesture. She's still for a moment, then her face lights up and she snaps her fingers like she has an idea. She does it again. And again. 
Luz has an idea. "Idea?" Eda asks. Luz blinks, then shrugs. She turns back to the cups and points to one. 
"Taza. " (Cup) She says. "Una taza. Uno." (One cup. One) " Dos tazas. Tres tazas. Cuatro tazas." Eda's brain clicks. In Espanol, taza means cup. She's counting the cups! Eda grins, and Luz looks over to see Eda's chuckle with a large smile on her own face. Eda holds up a hand and puts up fingers one by one. 
"Uno, dos, tres, cuatro." She counts her fingers, and Luz claps her hands together. Eda feels like she's going to explode from glee. She can communicate with Luz better! 
It's just numbers, stupid. Eda chides herself. But that still doesn't drench the giddy feeling she's feeling right now. 
Luz points to the table. "Mesa." Her finger taps the table several times, and Eda nods. "Una mesa. Una Eda. Una Owl House. Mi casa." (My house) She smiles brightly at that last part. Eda doesn't know what she said, but her smile is all Eda needs. 
. . . 
King has demanded that Luz teach him as much as she can in her native language, but the barriers were making things difficult. Eda is getting a little frustrated, but that doesn't stop her from forming some kind of strange bond with the child. She is-Eda doesn't want to say endearing because of the language thing, but Titan-dang is she cute. Like a little dire-wolf puppy. She's as destructive as one too. 
"Eda!" Eda turns away from the Bonesbourough market stall she'd been browsing to look at Luz. The little girl is running towards her with King on her head, dragging behind her a smaller witch boy with dark skin and dressed in blue. " Mirar!" She stops just short of Eda and waves her arm around the boy. " Nino brujo !" The boy blinks, obviously terrified. He looks at Eda for help, and in return, Eda places her hands on her hips and laughs. 
"Oh hoy, nina. " She chuckles, reaching out to pat Luz on the head. King squeaks and tumbles into Luz' waiting arms. "You've made a friend, huh?" Luz blinks at her. Eda wants to facepalm. 
"Who're you?" She turns to the boy, who looks to be about twelve. He's hopping from one foot to the other nervously, his hands fiddling together quickly. 
"Uh, I'm Agustus." He holds out a hand to Eda. "Is she human?" Eda grasps his hand tightly. 
"Yep." She confirms. "My human. But she doesn't speak English. Some language she calls Espanol." Augustus' face lights up. He turns to Luz excitedly and holds out his hand and waves his other one eagerly. 
"Hi!" He exclaims. Luz giggles and grabs his hand. 
"Hola!" She turns on her heel and takes two steps like she's walking away. "Adios!" She spins back around and waves at him again. "Hola! Luz Noceda!" Augustus beams at her, pointing at himself. 
"Augustus!" He replies. " Hola!" Luz bounces on the balls of her feet, cupping her chin with her hands. 
"Augustas." She repeats with a thoughtful expression on her face, still rocking back and forth. Then she shakes her head. "Gus." Augustus looks confused, then points back to himself. 
"Me?" Luz nods. She points to Eda. 
"Edalyn. No. Eda!" Eda understands now. She places a hand on Luz' shoulder and looks at the little witch boy. 
"She's giving you a nickname. Gus is short for Augustus, I guess." Augustus' face lights up. He throws his arms in the air and spins a circle. 
"I'm Gus now!" He cheers. "Gus! Yes!" Luz nods excitedly. 
"Yes. Si." Gus looks like he's about to explode from amazement. Then his eyes widen and he takes off his bag to ruffle through it. 
"Do you think she could tell me what this is?" He asks Eda, pulling out a big, thick and blue book. Eda takes it in her hands and turns it over. It's written in a language she doesn't understand. She passes it to Luz', whose eyes go wider than saucers. She flips through the book eagerly, plopping down where she once stood on the dusty road.
"Luz?" Eda asks, crouching beside her. She taps the book to get Luz' attention, then makes a dramatic shrugging gesture when Luz looks up at her. Luz nods, then flips through the pages again like she's looking for something. When she finds it, she points at a word as if to help her read it. 
"Dic-tion-ary." She sounds it out, and Eda's heart stops. "Ingles-English." She snaps the book closed and shows her the cover. "English to Spanish. Tu a mi." Eda takes the book from her gingerly and flips through it. Sure enough, when she looks for the word cup, she finds the word taza right beside it. Luz stands quickly and throws her arms around Gus, who laughs nervously and hugs her back, looking up at Eda. Eda only laughs in relief. Now they finally have a way to start communicating!
"It's a dictionary that has all the English words in our language, and all the Spanish words in her language. This book can help us start to understand each other better. Where did you get this?" Gus beams, glad to be of help. 
"It was in a suitcase that washed up a little while ago." He replies. "It was the only thing I could salvage besides the suitcase. You guys can have it if you want! You need it more than I do!" Eda feels like crying. Now she can finally understand her kid! 
She flips through the books several times to find the words she's looking for, and when she does, she looks up at Luz happily. 
" Nosotras podemos tener el libro!" She exclaims, and Luz looks like she's been gifted every wish possible. She hugs Gus again, swinging him around. 
"Muchas gracias, amigo! Gracias, gracias!" Eda looks through the G section of the book till she finds the word. 
"She's saying thank you." Gus beams. 
. . . 
Six hours. 
Luz, Eda, King and even Hooty spend six hours pouring over the dictionary; copying words down and forming the most basic of phrases so they can communicate better. Luz is struggling through small sentences of English. She tells Eda about her Mama and her old life in Gravesfield, Connecticut, and Eda tells her in return about how she met Hooty. They speak slowly and carefully, enunciate every syllable and repeat what they say several times so the other person can grasp it. Even after the kids all head to bed, Eda stays up. 
She will understand her kid at any cost. 
. . . 
Lilith is more than a little bit peeved when Eda and Luz diss her in Spanish. Eda's broken Spanish just makes Luz laugh even harder. She demands to know what they say, but the only thing Eda ever responds with is, "Get your own kid!" And then runs off cackling. 
. . . 
"Hey! Watch where you're going!" Luz' first day at Hexside, and she's sticking to her friends like glue. Gus knows several phrases of Spanish while Willow's capabilities end at pleasantries and even then it's a little iffy. Eda is much better at Spanish than Luz is at English, since she insists on learning as fast as possible. 
There isn't much she can do against the strange green-haired bruja (witch) that is shouting at her in English. She's just trying to get to the bathroom! What is this girl doing and what does she want with her? She's wearing the lilac colored sleeves and leggings of the Abominación track. (Abomination)
Oh. After a quick glance around, Luz spots a spread of papers and books on the floor. She must have knocked them all out of the green-haired girl's hands when she ran into her. Luz drops to her knees and begins gathering them up. She sees big words that she doesn't understand circling the pages and hopes dearly that this girl isn't too mad at her. 
The green-haired girl seems a little stunned that Luz helped her, but when Luz shoves the papers and books back into her hands, she blinks and begins talking again. She doesn't sound mad. She asks a question, but Luz can't understand it. 
So she squares herself up and speaks the phrase she practiced a million times to Eda. 
"I do not speak English." She says bravely. The girl blinks at her, tilting her head. Luz gives her a small shrug, an apologetic expression on her face. "S-sorry." The girl speaks again. Luz squeezes her eyes shut. She pulls her dictionary out from her pocket and begins searching. 
"I-" she pauses in between each word as she searches. "Cannot. Un-under-understand! Si, no puedo entenderte." (I can't understand you)
The girl looks confused, then leans over to peek at the dictionary. Eda made several copies of it with her magic (Luz still can't get over the fact that she's in a world of magic!) but Luz doesn't want to risk her destroying it, so she cautiously holds it a little closer to her chest. The girl's eyes widen as she looks at it before turning her attention back to Luz. 
She cautiously holds out her hand. "Amity. Amity Blight." Luz gingerly places her book back into her bag and takes Amity's hand. Amity is very pretty. 
"Eres muy bonita." She mumbles before slapping a hand over her mouth. Thank Titan this gorgeous girl can't understand her! Amity blinks before Luz speaks again, rushing to change the topic. 
"Luz Noceda!" She exclaims, grabbing Amity's hand and shaking it roughly. " Mucho gusto! N-nice to meet you." Amity smiles. She has a beautiful smile. Luz never wants to see her frown. 
Amity nods, then gestures around the hallway, points at Luz and shrugs. What are you doing? Luz' eyes widen, but that doesn't stop her from doing the potty dance. Amity laughs. It's music to Luz' ears. She takes her by the hand and walks her to the bathroom, for which Luz is grateful for.
When she comes out, Amity is washing her own hands in the sink. They walk out of the bathroom together and Amity looks like she's thinking. She mimes opening a book and points to Luz' bag. Luz furrows her brows, but takes out her dictionary. Amity nods. Luz hands it over and Amity flips through the pages, scanning the words. 
"Schedule?" Oh! She wants to know where Luz is supposed to be! She takes the book back and pulls out her schedule to hand to Amity. She looks over it for a moment and her eyebrow immediately rises. She must have seen all the different tracks. Luz snaps to get her attention, then gestures to all the different colors on her uniform. Amity immediately begins laughing, then takes Luz' hand again. Her hand is warm. 
Amity leads Luz back to her class and waves. She says a parting that Luz is somewhat familiar with. Luz waves in kind. "Adios!" She exclaims. Amity giggles, her pale skin turning a shade of red that Luz found extremely adorable. 
Life is looking really good!
Chapter End Notes
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Labyrinth Runners
Chapter Summary
Gus finds Hunter living in Hexside and helps him liberate the school. But when Hunter gets captured by Adrian Grey, a weakness is revealed that sends Hunter into a spiral of pain.
Chapter Notes
See the end of the chapter for notes 
Hunter struggled as he and Gus were restrained by Coven Scouts. No, they were going to hurt Gus; sort him into a Coven he didn't want to be in. His life would be changed forever. He struggled as hard as he could, but the witches holding him were too strong.  
"I say we put him out of his misery." The one holding him grunted. Hunter's eyes widened as fear gripped his heart. The other guard spun a spell circle, and Hunter could see the magical blades whirring.  
"Oh. Okay." He moved in, and Hunter pressed himself against the man holding him. He jerked Hunter backwards.  
"Dude! Don't kill him! I meant to put him to sleep!" Okay, okay that was better. Still wasn't good, as he couldn't fight, but better than death. The guard put down his spell.  
"Oh, right. Got it." He pulled a recorder from thin air, but before he could raise it to his lips underneath his mask Adrien Graye raised a hand to stop him.  
"That won't be necessary." His voice was calm, but cold. He approached Hunter, and he couldn't fight the urge to try and shrink away from him. "Sleeping would be too generous. He'd be deadweight. Why not make him fight for us?" Hunter's eyes widened.  
"You can't make me fight Gus!" He protested. Gus looked up at him, his one brown eye and one glowing blue eye shining with pure fear. "I'd rather die!" Graye smiled cruelly.  
"Oh, that I don't doubt." He scoffed. "You are undyingly loyal to those you care for, but even you have an ounce of self-preservation. Emperor Belos would like me to give you a little something; a gift from him to you, in the chance I should find you." Out of his pocket, he pulled two small metal devices with glowing, blinking green lights. If Hunter thought he was scared when the Guard was going to kill him, then this is complete, total and utter terror. He began writhing and squirming in the grips of the Guard desperately.  
"No!" He cried, his voice an octave higher than usual. "P-please, anything but those! Please!" The Guard flinched.  
"Uh sir?" He asked. Graye's smile only broadened, and Gus perked up in alarm.  
"It'll be fine." He waved them off. "The boy has been conditioned to respond like this. Sixteen years will do that to you. Hold him still." The other guard had to come help his comrade to hold Hunter as still as they could, including holding his head steady as Graye slipped the two devices behind his ears. Hunter tried to fight them, but they were much stronger than him. Flapjack was shrieking in alarm and Gus was shouting.  
"Leave him alone!" He pleaded. "Just knock him out! Not that!" Hunter was hit with a wave of appreciation for his- friend? Ally? Comrade? Gus didn't even know what the devices did, but he knew they hurt Hunter, and was pleading on his behalf. Hunter hoped they wouldn't hurt Gus once Hunter could no longer protect him.  
"G-Gus, I'm sorry!" Hunter gasped out as Graye stepped away. "I'm sorry! I don't want to hurt anyone, I-" Graye raised a small black remote and flicked a lever, and the devices crackled with visible red lightning.  
Pain was the only thing Hunter could feel. It rattled every fiber of his being and tore through his body, filling his mind and tearing him apart from the inside out as pure pain radiated from the small devices behind his ears; the most sensitive part of his body. He screamed out in pain and his muscles contracted, protesting furiously to the pain.  
He could vaguely hear Gus screaming his name, but the electricity crackling right in his ears drowned out the sound of his new friend. Then as quick as it started, the pain stopped. It was gone. The guards let go of Hunter, and he collapsed to the ground completely boneless. Sounds were muffled. He could barely see. Black spots danced around his vision.  
". . .ter! Hunter! HUNTER!" Gus was sobbing, his voice cracking with every syllable. Flapjack was there, nuzzling Hunter's cheek with his fluffy head and chirping in alarm.  
Boy okay? Please speak to Flap. Flap so worried! Boy in pain! Hunter gasped for breath that couldn't fast enough, and suddenly he was being rolled over. Graye was nudging him with his foot onto his back, and Hunter groaned. Graye's eyebrow was raised in an unamused stare.  
"Get up and start walking, Golden Guard." He spat. "Those little devices can go higher." Hunter fought the urge to roll his eyes as he struggled to his feet. He knew that he couldn't hurt his friends, but Graye was right; he did have an ounce of self-preservation. He hated that kind of pain, and he hated when he had to feel it, so yeah, it was in his best interest to be pliant.  
"Hunter?" Gus cried. "Are you okay?" Hunter was the farthest thing from okay. His muscles were screaming at him and the backs of his ears were on fire, but he couldn't let Gus know that. He was so young; he had to protect him. So Hunter mustered up a small smile for him and nodded weakly.  
"I'm okay Gus." He assured him. "I'll be fine. You're gonna be okay, alright? You're gonna be okay." Gus looked him right in the eyes, and nodded.  
"O-okay." He mumbled. Graye whistled.  
"Nice going boy." He examined his fingers. "Assure him it's alright. It will be, eventually." Hunter balled his fists.  
"He's a child, Graye ." He snapped. "The least you can do is leave him unharmed." Graye crossed his arms and looked down his nose at Hunter.  
"I don't think you're in any position to make demands, boy." He chided, twirling the remote in his hand. Hunter winced harshly as the small devices on his ears zapped him. His large ears flapped painfully as the tiny shock of pain was amplified by the sensitive skin and traveled all the way down his neck to his shoulders, making them tense and freeze up in response. He grunted, then leveled his glare at Graye.  
"Can we just get this over with?" He demanded. Graye smirked at him.  
"Alright, alright," He sighed. "Stay right behind me, or else." He turned on his heel and began marching away, and Hunter had no choice but to follow. The guards dragged Gus behind him, and Hunter allowed himself enough distance to walk just a few feet in front of him, almost protectively.  
"Hunter?" Gus called again. "What's going to happen? Why does that thing do that to you? Why does it hurt so badly?" Hunter held up a hand to stop him. 
"I-I don't know." He answered honestly, keeping his voice low so Graye wouldn't hear. "That's the answer to all of those questions. It's always been like this." He didn't look back at Gus, but he didn't need to look to know it was Gus that was reaching forward and squeezing his hand. The guards must have let him come closer, but still kept him from coming closer still. Hunter squeezed Gus' hand back, grateful to know that he was still there. He hadn't failed in protecting Gus quite yet- 
"Golden Guard." Graye snapped his fingers, and Hunter reluctantly dropped Gus' hand to hurry to his side. He was standing at an intersection of hallways. "Deal with them." He pointed to his left, an area that was blocked from Hunter's sight. He peeked around him, and his heart dropped.  
Willow, Amity, Principle Bump and several other students and teachers were gathered just a few yards away. Spell circles glowed of all different colors, all belonging to angry witches. Willow and Amity stood at the front, and Willow's expression fell upon seeing him.  
"Caleb?" She asked. "Wh-what are you doing here?" Her eyes traveled downwards, and Hunter knew she was taking stock of his clothing choices. "And what are you wearing?" Hunter's fists clenched, and Graye handed him his staff. Hunter snatched it from him, quickly and angrily.  
"Don't touch my palisman." He snapped. Graye raised an eyebrow, and Hunter sighed, turning back to his 'team'. He squeezed his staff tightly in his hands as he took a step forward, then a battle stance. Willow's eyes widened.  
"Captain, please surrender to the Coven." He pleaded. "It's easier for everyone, you included." The rest of the Flyer Derby team gathered around her.  
"Fat chance!" Skara seethed. "We haven't even graduated yet! We're allowed to choose our own Covens in a few years!" Hunter shook his head.  
"I know, and I know that this is wrong, but you have to." Willow shook her head and leveled her staff at him.  
"We don't have to do anything, Golden Guard ." That stung. "Leave Hexside. Last chance." Behind him, Graye cackled.  
"Last chance? Oh dear girl, that would mean you're capable of handing out repercussions. Golden Guard, take them out. Now." Hunter began trembling. Willow sent one more glance at him, this one pleading. His heart clenched, and for once his head and his heart were speaking in tandem. He squeezed his eyes shut and whirled around to face Graye.  
"I'd rather die than attack my friends!" He shouted. He could feel Flapjack's worry and pride even in his staff form. He raised it high, energy crackling around his palisman, and Coven Scouts fell in seconds. Graye's expression turned to one of alarm as he fumbled for the remote. Hunter had to take out as many as possible before the pain came. He had to keep fighting. He swept one scout off her feet, another one got a blast to the chest, another was sent through the wall, another was- 
Graye flipped the switch, and pain so great it stole every morsel of air from his lungs ripped through his entire body. It had never been up this high before. The only thing he could do was scream. So he screamed. His back arched and he screamed. All of his muscles contracted and he screamed. He fell to his knees and he screamed. His hands flew up to his ears and he screamed. He fell to his back and he screamed. He screamed. Harsher pain wracked his body. He screamed louder. He couldn't breathe. His muscles were trembling and his whole body shook violently.  
The only thing he could feel was pain.  
. . . 
Willow screamed as Hunter fell to the ground, screaming and curling in on himself backwards. His body spasmed out again and again as his hands flew to his ears. She could hear Gus screaming, he was getting dragged off. Then Clover buzzed in her hand, and she was back to reality.  
"Somebody grab Gus!" She screamed over her shoulder, taking off into a dead sprint. Her friends were in trouble. Vines broke through the walls, floors and ceiling, all bending to her iron will. They circled the coven scouts and tangled them in thorny death traps. Hunter had taken out quite a few, but the others were made short work of under the combined fury of the Emerald Entrails. Puddles tackled three at one, Skara's lyre sent others tumbling into the air, Viney threw potions and illness-inducing hexes at as many as she could reach. Graye turned and retreated, taking Gus with him.  
That left Hunter. He was still writhing on the floor and screaming, his screams echoing through the hallways in an eerie horror scene. His back was arched so far, Willow worried he might break his spine. She skidded to a halt in front of him and took his head in her lap. She gripped his hands to pull them away from his ears so she could see the problem. Red electricity was coursing from two small black devices behind his large ears. Hunter's eyes were screwed shut and the corner of his mouth was dripping a horrifying white froth. Tears rolled down his chalk-white face in raging torrents. He fought against her hands to get his own back to his ears. Willow looked up at Viney and Emira desperately.  
"Help him!" She shrieked. "Please, help him!" Viney slid to her knees beside him and drew a light blue spell circle in the air. Emira grabbed Mattholumule by the arm and dragged him over.  
"Get those off of him." She demanded. Matt dropped beside Viney and drew a circle of his own, his brow furrowed in concentration. The devices popped and fell to the floor on either side of Willow, crackling sadly. Hunter's screams hitched, but immediately he began to tremble violently and his back only relaxed slightly. "Willow, I need sleeping nettles. We need to lower his heart rate and blood pressure and get his body to relax." Willow nodded, and held her hand over the tile floor.  
It split quickly, giving way to the dangerous orange plant with spiked petals. She plucked the flower by the roots and with a snap of her fingers, the petals spread open and the pollen rained from the flower when she tilted it upside down. Immediately upon breathing it in Hunter's body sagged into her lap and his eyes back into his head before sliding closed, his cries fading to soft whimpers. His head lolled to the side, his whole body as limp as a rag doll. His body twitched, and Willow jumped. Viney and Emira moved their spell circles up and down his body.  
"We have to get him to the healing homeroom." Viney insisted as Hunter twitched again. "Puddles can carry him, and I'll keep him steady. Right, Puddles?" The Griffin shot over to his master like a bullet spell and crouched. Willow helped move Hunter onto Puddles' back as Viney slid on after him. She spurred Puddles into gear, and the duo bolted back to the Healing Homeroom, Willow on their heels. She was worried sick about Agustus, yes, but Hunter was in immediate need of attention, and she didn't know where Graye had taken her best friend.  
Viney gently slid Hunter off of Puddles' back and onto a healing cot. Emira hurried over and began mumbling spells under her breath. Viney soaked a cloth and placed it on Hunter's forehead and an icepack underneath his neck.  
"Third degree burns behind the ears." Emira mumbled, focusing her spell circles in the mentioned area. "Seems to me like the skin there is sensitive. More so than a usual witch. No wonder it hurt him so much. Uh, several pulled muscles and sensory overload. We gotta keep it quiet when he wakes up." Viney focused her spell circles on his left arm while Willow crouched beside him and took his hand gently in her own. Someone turned the lights down, which she was grateful for. 
"Burns healed." Emira whispered, her voice shaky. Willow laid her head on Hunter's shoulder and squeezed his hand.  
"Tell me when you've done all you can." She pleaded softly. Viney hummed.  
What was going through Hunter's head when he sacrificed himself like that? What was he thinking? First he threatened her and her friends, then he was protecting them from another Head Witch. As far as Willow knows, Graye isn't anything like Darius. He wouldn't be giving Hunter a scroll and sewing lessons for dissenting. This guy would turn him into Belos, who would in turn do something probably diabolical to Hunter.  
"Okay," Emira's soft voice cut through Willow's thoughts. "His heart rate and blood pressure are normal."  
"Muscles healed." Viney added.  
"Any and all burns, scratches, cuts, scrapes and bruises are closed and healed."  
"Perfect?"  
"Perfect. Patient healed." Willow looked up as the two girls stood and stepped back. "Cleared to wake up." Skara hurried over with her lyre. She crouched next to Hunter and Willow and plucked a few sweet notes. Red bard magic and musical notes floated through the air, circling around all three of them. Hunter's breath hitched and he turned his head to the side with a weak groan. Willow perked up and squeezed his hand.  
Hunter's magenta eyes blinked open, immediately meeting her gaze. He blinked at her a few times, as if not recognizing who she was.  
"C-Captain?" Tears filled Willow's eyes at the sound of his voice. She nodded quickly and gave his hand another squeeze.  
"Yeah, it's me." She assured him. "How are you feeling?" Hunter blinked a few more times before speaking. 
"Uh, groggy?" It came out as more of a question than an answer. "Tired, and-wait, where's Gus?!" He shot upwards and jumped to his feet, almost immediately crumpling when his feet hit the ground. Willow lunged forward and caught him before he hit the hard floor.  
"Careful!" She cried. "It's not good to move so fast when you've just woken up." She helped him sit back down on the cot, and Hunter shook his head, as if trying to remove any fog from his mind.  
"G-Gus, he-" Willow pressed a finger to his lips, effectively shushing him.  
"Would be in a lot more danger if you hadn't taken out those Coven scouts for us." She assured him. "We don't know where he's being kept, but we know he's with Graye. Hunter, what happened back there? What were those devices?" Hunter bit his lips, and Willow removed her finger.  
"Um, well, it's kinda-" Hunter wrung his hands out in front of him. "I have really sensitive ears, and it's a really good method of punishment, and sometimes a means of cooperation, I guess? I mean, it's not something the Emperor utilized very much, but he must have told the other Coven Heads about it, so that's where Graye got the devices. They make an electric shock. It hurts."  
Willow was stunned. The Emperor. Did. What?! Willow reached out and cupped Hunter's face.  
"Hunter, I really hope you know that that was cruel and wrong, and you shouldn't have had to go through that, right?" Hunter chewed on the inside of his cheek, his eyes cast down. As he did so, he seemed to be unconsciously leaning into her hands.  
"Y-yeah." He mumbled. "I know that now." Willow tilted her head so they could make steady eye contact. Hunter met her eyes and smiled softly.  
"Good. Now, we need a plan to save Gus!" The other witches and teachers in the room gathered quickly and began to form a plan, Skara leading the charge. Willow sat on the cot beside Hunter and pulled him into her chest. Hunter squeaked, but didn't make any move to leave. As Skara began to talk, Willow reached up and placed her hand on the sensitive skin behind Hunter's ear. He tensed against her hand, trembling slightly.  
"Does it still hurt?" She whispered gently. "Any pain? Anywhere?" Hunter was quiet for a moment, then hugged his arms close to himself.  
"Just sore." He mumbled. Willow hummed, and began rubbing small, gentle circles onto his skin to hopefully try and ease any pain she knew he was feeling. Immediately, Hunter let out a soft gasp and leaned helplessly into her hand. Willow giggled and continued, watching carefully as Hunter started bouncing his leg. After a moment he began to relax, his shoulders sagging and he leaned back into her chest. Willow lowered her other arm to his waist to keep him close to her and continued her ministrations. Hunter didn't protest at the proximity. She snuck a glance at his face and saw his eyes were fluttered, his lips slightly parted.  
Awww, her own little touch-starved kitty. Willow used her free hand to reach across his lap and grab his hand, giving it a small squeeze. After a moment, Hunter turned his hand over his hers and squeezed it back. Willow inwardly cheered at the private success. She guided his head to rest on her shoulder, and Hunter went without protest. He settled against her with a small sigh as she continued massaging his ear, moving to run her fingers through the fleshy part and taking note of the small notch of his skin.  
"Hey Willow!" Viney slides in next to her, making both her and Hunter jump. "As comfortable as you two look right now, we gotta go." Willow flushed deep red and Hunter hid his face in his hands. Willow giggled nervously and gave Hunter a one armed hug before dashing off, suddenly embarrassed at how bold she had just been.  
They fought through dozens of Coven Guards and saved Gus. His illusions scared the heck out of her, especially after seeing what they had done to Graye, the head of the Illusions Coven himself. Hunter had nearly been crippled by their power, and she was eternally grateful for him for snapping Gus out of it.  
Later though, when Hunter and Gus had left to head back to the Porter house and hopefully explain the whole situation to Mr. Porter, Willow found herself unable to focus on-well,  anything. She was too worried about Gus and Hunter. She was worried about Luz and Amity as well, especially since she didn't know where Luz was and Amity had seemed pretty shaken by the whole day.  
Well, she couldn't go check on Amity, but she could go check on the boys, so she hopped on top of Clover and zoomed over to the Porter residence. It came into view pretty quickly, and Willow nearly slammed face-first into the door before she was able to screech to a stop. She landed safely on the front step and pounded on the door before folding her hands respectively behind her back. Just as she was about to give up and turn around, Perry Porter opened the door. Willow jumped.  
"Mr. Porter!" She exclaimed. Mr. Porter took one look at her and opened the door wider and stepped aside.  
"They're in Gus' room." Willow nodded her thanks as she bolted past him and flew up the stairs, Clover buzzing beside her head. She stumbled to a stop just outside Gus' door and smoothed out her hair. Clover perched on her shoulder as she knocked on the door once, then turned the handle.  
"Gus?" She called. "Hunter?" She peeked her head inside. Gus was passed out on his bed and Hunter was sitting on the floor, his back pressed against the dresser and holding a large book labeled ' Harry Potter, the Sorcerer's Stone.' His eyebrows were pinched together and his thumb was pressed into his temple as though to ease a headache, but he still looked up when Willow walked in and gave her a small smile. Willow plopped down next to him and leaned against his shoulder.  
"How are you doing?" She asked. "The Porters okay?" Hunter chuckled dryly.  
"Absolutely stellar, with only a lying, manipulative abuser to compare them too. They're letting me stay here with no cost, as long as I don't cause trouble and help with chores. They're nice to me, they haven't said anything destructive at all, only kind words. It's-" He paused, blinking furiously. "It's more than I could have ever asked for." Willow let her head rest on his shoulder.  
"I'm glad." Then she remembered how he had reacted to her touch earlier today. She rose quickly and stood over Hunter, who seemed to be reeling from the lack of contact. She held her hand out to him. "C'mon. We should let Gus sleep, and I wanna see what that book is about. Luz mentioned that wizards were male witches." Hunter blinked for a moment, then took her offered hand and allowed her to pull him to his feet. She dragged him down the stairs to the living room of the Porter house, and she knew by the tell tale shut door of Perry's room meant that they wouldn't be bothered. She plopped down on the couch and pulled Hunter with her. She took the book from his hands and settled down. She sat at the end of the couch and leaned against the arm while facing the other couch arm. Hunter sat in front of her for a moment before she pulled him down and placed his head in her lap. He squeaked again, but when he didn't make any move to leave she settled her hand on his head to rub circles into his temple.  
"Wh-what are you doing?" He asked. Willow raised an eyebrow down at him playfully. 
"Is it helping your headache?" She shot back. Hunter gaped at her for a moment, then nodded. Willow couldn't fight the giggle that left her lips as she settled back against the couch and handed him the book. He took it silently and opened it to the first page. He began reading about a mysterious man named Albus Dumbledore that Willow very much enjoyed, but she was finding the boy in her lap a little more fascinating.  
As she continued massaging his head and began working her other hand into his hair, his face slowly relaxed and his body eased into her lap. They made it halfway through chapter 2 when Willow moved her hand from scratching at his scalp to gently fingering his unnotched ear. Hunter's breath hitched and his reading stumbled. He glanced up at Willow, but she only flashed him an innocent smile.  
"It's okay." She said softly. "I'm not going to hurt you. Everyone needs someone to take care of them every once in a while. It's your turn now." She nodded to Clover, and she and Flapjack gently took the book from Hunter's hands. Clover braced herself behind it and Flapjack turned the pages as Willow continued reading, her hands continuing their ministrations on Hunter. Every so often she would glance down at Hunter and see his eyes fluttering, completely limp in her hands. She stifled a grin and continued reading. 
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A Witch's Purr
Chapter Summary
Luz slowly finds out more and more about the Demon Realm and the creatures that live there. Who would have guessed that witches were so similar to cats?
Chapter Notes
See the end of the chapter for notes 
 
When Luz first heard Eda purr, she thought to herself 'Aw, at least her curse comes with some cute side effects!' She hadn't stopped to consider that maybe all witches purr.  
Then she had been talking with Gus and Willow while Gus bragged about his witch puberty and how it was soooo much better than human puberty, and he would know, because he researched it all! When Willow interrupted him.  
"But your puberty changed your purr!" She protested, making Luz's eyes blow open wide. "It got so much deeper, and your purr was so high pitched and adorable!" Gus flushed bashfully, clasping his hands together under his chin and tilting his head to the left.  
"It's not cute anymore?" He asked innocently, his eyes comically wide. Willow positively gushed over him, grabbing his cheeks and assuring him ' no Gus, I didn't mean it like that! I love your purr so so so much!' All the while Luz stood behind them, barely blinking till she interrupted them.  
"Do all witches purr?!" She shrieked, drawing attention from all the passing students as they snickered at her. Willow and Gus stared at her with wide eyes, their previous conversation forgotten.  
"Uh, yeah?" Willow shrugged. Gus positively leapt at Luz, nearly slamming her into the lockers.  
"Do humans not purr?" He demanded excitedly. Luz shook her head quickly. 
"Only cats do!" She exclaimed. "I thought it was just because of Eda's curse that she purred! I didn't think that all witches did it!" Gus's face lit up and he opened his mouth to pepper her with more questions, but Luz's own excitement kicked in.  
"Can I hear you purr?" She asked, grabbing his shoulders. "Or just, like, tell me about it! Is it a private thing, like farting? Or is it just something that everyone does in public completely unashamed? I need to know Gus!" Gus blinked at her, then eagerly began explaining. Willow took them both by the shoulders and dragged them outside so they could all walk back to the Owl House together.  
"It's not really something that people do in public." Gus began. "It's more of a private thing, you know? Like, you only do it at home, with the people you really care about!" Willow picks up for him.  
"When a witch is purring, it means that they are feeling completely at ease, happy and vulnerable. That doesn't happen in the presence of strangers. Like, if I'm with Agustace and we're both really happy and relaxed, I won't start purring if Skara is in the room, even if she's relaxing with us, because I don't know her well enough and as much as I like her as a friend, she's not exactly in my book of people I trust with my life. Not like you and Gus." Luz nodded, suddenly taking into appreciation how much Eda purred around the house.  
"Witches make other noises too!" Gus explained. "Like snarling when we're either really, really mad or feeling really playful. It's like the difference between sarcasm and sincerity. It's all about the tone. Sometimes the snarling goes to full on growing and hissing if the situation is bad, or it can turn into purring and playful hissing. Follow?" Luz nodded again eagerly, soaking in everything.  
"The playful snarl and hiss is more common." Will added. "It's like teasing your friends. I sometimes hiss at Gus when he steals my homework. If you can pick up on it, it's a really good way to read a witch's feelings."  
From then on, Luz paid deep attention to the noises her friends made. Willow often growled when she was annoyed easily, baring her teeth and sometimes even going as far as to snarl at her offenders. The first time Luz heard her purr was when the two of them were having a girl's day at Willow's house, and Luz had been asking Luz about all of her different plants. Willow excitedly explained them all and told her their names, and when they settled back on her floor in their sleeping bags to call it a night, Luz gifted Willow with a rose plushie Eda had helped her make.  
Almost immediately, a deep, rumbling purr filled the room. Luz rolled over in her sleeping bag to see Willow cuddled up with the plushie. Her ears were flapping excitedly and the lower half of her face was hidden by the plushie. Her big green eyes were looking up at Luz happily, and Luz positively exploded with joy. She flung herself onto Willow and cuddled up with her best friend, squealing about her purr and how awesome it was. It was low and powerful, like thunder, and Luz mentioned as much. Willow's purr only increased in volume, which made Luz happier than anything in the world could have at that moment.  
Gus was the next one she heard purr. He and Willow were at the Owl House for dinner, and Eda had enlisted Luz's help to make spaghetti and meatballs. Luz had insisted on not using fairy meat, as she wouldn't be able to stomach eating the creatures of her childhood. Gus had taken one bite before he began purring happily. It was a soft, gentle and higher pitched sound that couldn't have been more opposite to Willow's, but that made it all the more perfect. Luz squished in next to Gus and held him close to her.  
"It's so cute!" She exclaimed. "I want to hear it for the rest of my days!" Gus laughed and purred louder. Eda and Willow also began purring, and Luz tried to playfully mimic their noises, but all she managed to do was choke on her food.  
Apparently purring at the dinner table was a very normal thing to happen as that was where the family was all together, eating food and talking happily about their days. Luz couldn't have been more excited.  
While every witch had a different purr -Eda's sounded like an angry chainsaw, and King liked to nap on her chest while she purred- Luz would forever stand by the fact that her girlfriend's purr was unique to every other purr by a landslide.  
The two girlfriends were sprawled out in Luz's room at the Owl House, staring up at the fairy lights on her ceiling. They were talking about everything and anything, just happy to be in each other's company. Then the purring started. It sounded a little bit like a broken record. It stuttered and stumbled almost rhythmically, but not really, before it started back up again. It was deep and rumbling, but gentle and sweet. The sound vibrated through Amity's chest and throat, and Luz could feel the vibrations against her skin as they laid together. She reached down and gently squeezed Amity's hand. 
"Your purr is so cute." She mumbled. She heard Amity chuckle above her as she let her eyes slip closed. "I wish humans could purr." Amity squeezed her shoulder.  
"Do you humans not purr?" Her voice was so soft and sweet, like honey. Luz hummed.  
"No." She replied. "But I wish we did. You're so cute."  
Amity squeezed Luz tighter as she fell asleep. 
. . .   
           The last of her friends to reveal their purr was the most obvious. 
           Hunter had always been the most closed off of her friends, so it was no surprise that he was never truly comfortable or relaxed given his horrible upbringing. But Luz tried to help, she really did. The only person who tried harder than Luz was Willow. 
           The group of friends were watching a movie in the living room during their second month in the human realm. Luz had begun going to school again, so they took whatever opportunity they could to hang out together. 
          Right now, Luz, Amity, Ver and Willow were squished together comfortably on the couch while the boys laid at their feet, backs against the couch and leaning against each other. They talked about anything and everything all at once, no topics left unturned when Luz's attention was drawn by Hunter's soft groan of distress. Immediately Gus was focusing all of his own attention on his big brother. 
"Hunter?" He called tentatively, placing his hand on Hunter's shoulder. In response, Hunter jerked and hissed, his eyes squeezed shut and he bared his teeth. Gus yanked his hand away while Hunter continued growling and hissing in his sleep. Luz knew enough about the noises witches made by now to know that those were really scared hissing. Hunter was terrified. He moved around and thrashed on the floor, getting worse by the minute.  
"He's going to hurt himself!" Luz protested, her heart pounding out of her chest. "What do we do?" Willow placed a hand on Luz's shoulder, then slid off the couch. She shooed Gus away and sat down beside Hunter, who laid on his back on the soft brown carpet. She grabbed him by the shoulders and quickly sat him up to pin him to her chest. His forehead fell against the base of her throat while Gus reached over and grabbed Hunter's wrists so he wouldn't hurt himself or Willow. Willow ran her hand over his shoulders and back, pressing her gentle fingers into pressure points and helping Hunter release the tension from his arms. Gus squeezed Hunter's hands tightly as Willow whispered soft words that Luz could barely hear.  
"You're okay, Huntie, you're safe here, with me. Nothing can hurt you here. It's not real. You're here with me. I'll protect you."  
Slowly Hunter's thrashing and hissing eased. Willow smiled and began to purr. Her thunder-like sound vibrated her body when Luz placed her hand on Willow's shoulder. Almost as if someone had flipped a switch, Hunter's body stilled and he sagged against Willow's chest like a rag doll. Willow smiled up at her friends' awed faces.  
"That was something out of a rom-com." Luz whispered. Amity nodded beside her and hugged her arm. The group was quiet, save for Willow's thunder-like purr. Luz opened her mouth to tentatively resume their previous conversation when another sound filled the room. A low, scratchy rumbling voiced in tandem with Willow's purr, like an alto-tenor harmony. This new noise sounded dry, thin and flat and dead-no, starved. Starved for affection and attention. Like a stomach's last ditch effort to tell its host that it was hungry before completely succumbing to exhaustion. Luz's heart shattered just listening to it.  
She looked down at Willow. Her friend was staring directly at the wall ahead of her, her eyes unseeing and yet leaking tears and filled with anger. Her purr stumbled and stuttered to a stop. Gus shuffled closer and pressed against Willow's side. His own purr took up the rhythm Willow had left off as he hugged her and Hunter close.  
"He's got us now." Gus whispered, his eyes squeezed shut. "He'll be okay." In their arms, Hunter stirred. He cracked a single eye open and gazed around. His purr immediately halted. He made a soft groaning sound as his face grew bright red and he began to pull away.  
"S'rry-" Willow shook her head quickly and brought him back into her arms as she leaned against the couch.  
"No no," She assured him. "It's okay. I like holding you. You're warm." Hunter mumbled something incoherent, but he stopped pushing against her.  
"M'not." He muttered. "You are." Willow's cheek gained color as Luz reached up to the back of the couch and grabbed the blanket hanging over it. She handed it to Gus, who draped it across Willow and Hunter. He squeaked in surprise, but let Willow pull him back to his previous position with his forehead pressed against the base of her throat. This time Willow wrapped one arm around his waist and brought the other to his head, burying her hand palm deep in his ash-blond hair and kneading her fingers around his scalp as her purring resumed, her thunder-like sound filling the room once more. "Go back to sleep Huntie." She whispered. "You're safe with us."  
It took even less time for Hunter's eyes to flutter closed and his body to relax entirely. His breathing evened out, whistling softly through the gap in his teeth before his purr started back up. The starved sound was strange on its own, a weird sound that would make any other people around think twice about coming near, but not Luz and her friends. With Willow's deep purr, several octaves above Hunter's own, it was a harmony that was music to Luz's ears. She might just record it to show him later and squeal about it to her mother.  
Then Gus cuddled closer to his friends, and his higher pitched purr joined in, matching perfectly with Willow's and Hunter's like they were made to sound together. Amity squeezed Luz' hand, her eyes wide. Luz grinned.  
"Your turn now." She whispered. Amity blushed, but Luz snuggled close to her and rested her head on her girlfriend's shoulder. She pulled the blanket they had been sharing tighter around them like she was tucking them both into bed. Finally Amity sighed and pressed her lips to Luz' head.  
"I love you batata. " She muttered. Luz giggled at the touch, and Amity's purr turned the harmony into a symphony. Her stumbling and stuttering rhythmless purr added a unique rhythm to the music the others were making, like the beat of a drum added volume to a song.  
If humans could purr, Luz would be purring at a volume to blow out everyone's eardrums. Suddenly Vee's head was resting on Luz' arm. A high pitched, yet gentle squeal sound was coming from her nose, like a whistle. Her eyes were closed, but her face was fixed in a soft smile. That was it. Luz pulled her phone from her pocket and opened her audio recording app. She hit record and sat there for a few minutes just listening to her friend's symphony of music they made from their happiness. To her, it was the most beautiful thing she had ever heard.  
Luz leaned her head against the crook of Amity's neck. She was asleep. All the others were, but their purrs and Vee's whistle remained strong. Luz smiled. Then she began to hum. A song her father played all the time. She only hummed the tune, but the words played loudly in her head.  
When the sun is going down I feel you coming closer 
Counting in the dark I feel at home.  
I see you light up the sky 
A dance in the night Aurora  
I see the stars in your eyes 
Believe in your lives Aurora 
Mine for a moment and then you're gone  
And I'm still holding on 
To a light in the sky  
A dance in the night Aurora 
Luz didn't realize she had fallen asleep till she was being shaken awake by Amity. Luz blinked her tired eyes open to see her beautiful girlfriend's eyes shining with tears. Instantly Luz was awake. She grabbed Amity's shoulder as her heart began to pound.  
" Batata ?" She asked. "What's wrong?" Amity paused, then shook her head and squeezed her eyes shut, a small smile fluttering across her lips. 
"Nothing's wrong." Her voice shook, but not in a bad way. Like she was trying not to cry tears of joy. "Everything is perfect. " Luz tilted her head curiously, and Amity held up Luz's phone.  
"You recorded us last night." She whispered. Luz' eyes widened.  
"Oh!" She exclaimed. "Was that a bad thing? Was I not supposed to do that?" Amity laughed a watery laugh.  
"No Luz." Willow spoke up from the floor. Hunter was leaning against her and his eyes were wet. A smiling Gus was wrapped in Hunter's arms and when Luz looked to her side, Vee was grinning broadly. They were all smiling. Luz chewed on the inside of her cheek.  
"What happened then?" She asked, curiosity threatening to eat her up. "What is it?" Amity snuggled closer to Luz.  
"Listen to it." She whispered. She hit play, and Luz was serenaded by the symphony that was her friends' collective purring and Vee's whistle. A smile made its way onto Luz' face.  
"I recorded it because it was beautiful." Her voice was soft. "I thought it was special. I wanted you guys to hear it later. You sound so beautiful together." Amity chuckled.  
"Wait for it." She held up a finger to shush Luz when she tried to speak again. Luz snapped her mouth shut instead and waited.  
Then another sound joined in with the music. Luz' humming. She recognized the melody immediately, but that wasn't what caught her attention.  
Her voice had blended into her friends' sounds perfectly, like the final instrument to their orchestra. The words to a song. A song of love. Suddenly the words to her father's favorite song took on a much more impactful meaning. This was the song that got her to fit in with her friends.  
It was perfect.  
Luz didn't realize her eyes were wet till Amity hit pause on the recording. "That was when you fell asleep and stopped humming. Did you hear it?" Amity was smiling, tears dripping from her eyes. Luz sniffed.  
"There's a deeper reason you guys are so emotional, isn't there?" Luz wiped her eyes. "I mean, that was so pretty. I loved it and I'm glad I could fit in with you guys, but you're all- I mean- no offense, but-" Amity pressed a finger to Luz' mouth.   
"In the Boiling Isles, witches' purrs don't typically match up that beautifully." She explained.  
"Families can sometimes match up." Willow went on. "Me and my dads sound like a rock concert when we purr together." Gus nodded, suddenly more resigned than before.  
"My dad and I don't purr together a lot because it doesn't sound as good without my mom." Hunter pressed Gus closer to him. "It's like it's emptier without her." Amity nodded as well.  
"My siblings and I can sometimes sound good together." She hummed. "Sometimes we don't. But none of us have ever done well with our parents. I don't think my parents are anywhere close to sounding good." 
"And then there's us." Willow drew Luz' attention again. "It's said that if a group of friends have a purr that sounds this good together, then they're meant to be family. You and Vee, you guys aren't actual witches, and that's why it's even more amazing that we all match up like this. We compliment each other so well, and we aren't all the same species. Luz, we're literally the friend group of destiny."  
Now Luz was crying. Amity reached over and wiped away a tear from her cheek. "Thank you Luz." She whispered. "Thank you for giving us this family." Luz choked on her laugh. 
"Of course." She pulled Amity tight in her arms. "Anytime. Get up here guys!" Her friends all cheered as they dashed up to the couch and crashed, cuddling up close with one another and laughing. "I have the best family in the world!" A collective cheer went up amongst them. They all settled together, laughing and jesting and purring. When everyone was settled on the couch, purring and whistling, Luz began humming again.  
A flash of movement caught her eye, and Luz looked over to see her mother standing in the kitchen, her hand over her mouth and tears tracing streams down her cheeks. She raised her phone and snapped a picture of them when she noticed Luz looking at her. She gave Luz a watery smile of pure love, and Luz fought the urge to burst into even more tears.  
How did she get lucky enough to end up with the friend group of destiny? 
Chapter End Notes
I'm obsessed with witches being like cats, so if any of you peeps know any good fics like that just pop 'em in the comments! Like always, requests are open! No smut, lemon, siblings incest or any yucky stuff like that and no strange pairings like Willow x Bocscha. Luv y'all
Palismen Tickles (Request)
Chapter Summary
Sometimes Hunter feels down about himself. He's lucky that he has such a wonderful new Palisman to look after him in Flapjack's stead.
Chapter Notes
See the end of the chapter for notes 
Sometimes Hunter isn't proud of his life. The things he did as the Golden Guard are repulsive at best and blood-wrenching at worst. He'll look back on those years for the rest of his life and curse out his younger self. How could he have been so blind? How could he have been so submissive and accepting of all the violence Belos was obviously committing? How could he have let all those palismen die?  
It's nights like these that Hunter hates being who he is. He hates the scars that cover his body and make him stand out in any crowd. He hates the eyes that remind him so much of Flapjack and his final act of kindness for him. He hates the feeling of creeping skin that haunts him after every nightmare. He hates being a burden on Willow.  
But it's nights like these that he's so, so grateful for Waffles.  
The little blue jay is exactly what Hunter needs to help him recover from poor Flapjack. She could never replace him. Waffles will never replace Flapjack, but she's the next best thing. She's perfect, because Hunter carved her himself. With Dell's help of course. The older witch is practically a grandfather to him now, and has demanded (kindly) to be called as such. Hunter will never forget the rushing emotions he felt when he first called Dell his Grandfather. He doesn't think he's ever seen Eda look at him with such pride.  
Waffles curls up next to Hunter in bed. Hunter had been trying to get some sleep -at his girlfriend's insistence since she claims she's worried he's pushing himself again- but just like every night this past week, Hunter is kept up by nightmares. He doesn't think he'll ever get over them, but he knows that he'll never get enough sleep if it keeps going on like this.  
Hunter rolls over and shoves a pillow over his head with a groan. He heard Waffles stir beside him with a chirp. Hunter reaches over and smooths her soft feathers down with a single finger. Waffles preens against him and leans into the touch.  
"Sorry girl." He whispers, his voice choked with sobs. "Did I wake you?" Waffles freezes against Hunter's finger. Hunter raises the pillow to look at her. She's staring at him with her beautiful golden eyes. Hunter painted her with her eyes closed. He wanted her to be able to have those eyes and know that they are truly hers, untouched by Hunter's brush. When she opened them for the first time, Hunter cried. He had sobbed so hard and for a minute Waffles had thought that it was her fault. Hunter was quick to reassure her. He had held her close to his chest and gently ran his finger down her back, just like he had done with Flapjack so few years ago. He whispered to her, telling her that she's the most beautiful bird in the world and he's so happy she woke up.  
They've been inseparable ever since.  
Now though, her eyes pierce him, making Hunter want to squirm. "Wh-what's wrong?" Hunter sits up and scoops her into his hands. Waffles toddles around his cupped palms for a moment before looking up at him with those beautiful golden eyes.  
"My boy is sad." She chirps at him. "Want him better! Waffles want her boy better! Not scared! Happy! Happy boy!" Hunter sighs, pulling his knees up to his chest and setting Waffles on his knee.  
"I'll be fine, Waf." He assures her. "It's just a nightmare." Waffles gives him a look he can only describe as 'seriously?' before flying up to his shoulder and perching there "What are you doing, silly bird?"  
Waffles only chirps, standing tall and nipping at his scarred ear. Hunter shivers. "I-I'm serious, Waffles. What are you doing?" Waffles doesn't answer. She keeps nipping at his ear, both the cartilage part of it and the skin behind it. Hunter blinks, reeling in the sensations it gave him. "O-oh." Waffles chirps happily when Hunter lays back down. She ambles around on the pillow and positions herself under his ear so she can comfortably rub her head against it. Instantly Hunter's eyes droop. His shoulders relax as he gently leans closer to her. "How-how did you know?"  
Waffles twitters mischievously. "Clover." is all she says. Hunter chuckles weakly. He's really tired. Maybe he'll try to get some more sleep. Waffles doesn't stop rubbing against his head till she's sure he's out cold. After that, she flutters down to settle on his chest right over his heart. She can feel the heartbeat of both her precious boy and her dear predecessor.  
She's heard of Flapjack, yes. And she promised herself that she will take care of their boy as best as she can. For both of them. 
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Luz' purr (Request)
Chapter Summary
This is my third request! Just days after the final battle with Belos and the Collector, Luz learns about a new side effect left over from her Titan Powers. This is a continuation of the chapter 'A Witches Purr'
"Movie night!" King screams through the halls of the Owl House. "Time for Movie Night!" It takes less than a minute for everyone to gather in the living room.  
"I've got snacks!" Luz screams, sliding into the living room only to hit the wall and make a hard turn into the kitchen. Hunter looks around the room, then grabs Gus' arm.  
"We'll get blankets!" He exclaims. Amity crashes into him as she skids into the room. She hisses at him on instinct, and in response Hunter arches his back and growls back at her. Gus pulls on Hunter's arm and pulls him away nervously. Amity watches them go with slitted pupils, then whirls around, smooths her hair like nothing happened and sits beside King in front of the Crystal Ball screen.  
"We'll pick the movie!" She grabs King and places him in her lap. Willow blinks at her, then grabs the edge of the couch and pulls it in front of the CB, then moves the other ottomans to form a semi-circle around it.  
Hunter and Gus come back at the same time Luz has gathered all the snacks and Amity and King find the right movie. "Did you invite Vee?" Luz asks, carefully setting the bowls of snacks on the coffee table. It has been pushed far to the side to make way for the soon-to-be nest of blankets and pillows. Hunter and Gus dump their findings in the middle of the circle of furniture and begin setting up. King nods excitedly.  
"She said she'll be here any minute now!" He exclaims. Right on cue, the door to the Owl House glows a brilliant golden, and Vee stumbles through excitedly, carrying a bag of chips, a large fluffy blanket and a pillow under her arm. As soon as the door closes behind her, Vee's human form melts away to her true basilisk form. Luz jumps to her feet and races to embrace her sister, Hunter on her heels.  
" ¡Hola, hermana!" Luz exclaims happily, hugging Vee tightly. Hunter gently removes all items from Vee's hands so she wouldn't drop them. Vee chirps as she hugs Luz back with both webbed hands. 
"Hola, hermana! Hermano!" She squeals back, gesturing for Hunter. He rolls his eyes, but eagerly joins the hug as well. His deep purr shakes his chest. Luz relaxes instantly upon feeling it, and Vee does as well. Gus whoops from his spot in the blanket nest.  
"And the Nocedas are back together!" He shouts. The Noceda siblings laugh and trip over each other to sit back down amongst friends.  
"So what movie are we watching?" Vee asks, folding her hands in her lap. King cheers, holding up the disk.  
" A Titan's Legend!" He cheers. Luz rolls her eyes. Of course, King would want to watch that one. Luz doesn't blame him. Amity slips it into the CB, and they all sit back. She leans against Luz' chest and in return Luz wraps her arm around Amity's waist. She rests her head on Hunter's shoulder and flings her legs over his lap. Willow sits on the couch directly behind Hunter's place on the floor. Gus leans against Hunter's arm and King climbs into Gus' lap and kneads at his legs in a circle before settling down. Vee sits next to Willow on the couch, throwing her fuzzy blanket over the both of them.  
It's moments like these that Luz treasures most. Her family. A routine family that's as chaotic as they come and bigger than a rabbit fam. Even Belos couldn't take this away from her.  
The movie begins, opening with a large shadow of a creature Luz knows to be a Titan as ominous music plays. She's seen this movie three times already, but she has to admit; It's still a really good movie. 
Willow reaches down and places her hand on Hunter's head, absently scratching her short nails across his scalp. Luz giggles as Hunter's purr vibrates her head as it rests against his shoulder. It still sounds strange; The only way Luz can describe it is a newly quenched throat after years of dehydration. It stutters sometimes, and it's deep. A deeper purr than she's ever heard. But not as dry as it once was.  
Next is King. His purr is so cute! It's fast paced with his breathing. It's rapid. It fills in the spaces in between Hunter's breaths, almost like they're the same, but not quite.  
Willow's thunder-like purr is next. Luz can barely hear it with the movie playing, but it's just enough to be audible. Gus's higher pitched purr joins hers, mixing into the harmony. Amity's kick drum purr is next, adding rhythm with her rhythmless purr. Vee's high pitched squeal whistles through her teeth. Luz blinks. Have they seriously made it this far into the movie already? Didn't they just start it?  
"Hey Luz?" Amity whispers. "Can you hum that song again?" Hunter reaches over and squeezes her hand, which Luz gladly squeezes back. She closes her eyes and sinks against her brother's shoulder and lets Amity melt in her arms. She wants to hum, but she also wants to listen to her friends for a moment longer. And besides, her throat feels weird. Like deep in the bottom of her throat where it opens up in her chest. It's not a bad feeling, but Luz has no idea what it is. She clears her throat much louder than intended.  
"Sorry." She whispers when she feels Gus' eyes on her. "Just-just give me a second." She clears her throat again, and again, but the feeling doesn't go away. Finally she gives up and flops back against her brother and girlfriend. Her throat feels like it's clenching, like there's a burp she's trying to hold in. But it's okay; They have time. They have all the time in the world. With Belos gone just mere days ago, Luz and her friends are free to relax and enjoy free time to be themselves. Luz closes her eyes, listening to her friends' symphony of natural sounds over the music of the movie. It has nothing on them, its emotion paling in comparison to her friends and their joy. Luz relaxes against her family. Her throat unclenches, and it feels nice, like when you drink a large gulp of water to relieve thirst. 
"L-Luz?" Luz raises her head at the sound of Amity's confused voice.  
"Yeah?" Amity's golden eyes are wide.  
"You just purred." Luz tilts her head. She's a human. She physically can't purr. Luz voices these thoughts, but Hunter is the one to speak up next.  
"I think I know why." He holds up a hand. "It sounded a lot like King's purr. Maybe it's a side effect from when you were infused with the Titan's power." King perks up.  
"You've got my dad's purr!" He squeals, leaping off of Gus' lap and sailing into her own. "Do it again!" Luz blinks.  
"I-I don't know how!" She protests. Amity turns in Luz's arms and wraps her own around Luz while Hunter swings an arm around her shoulders.  
"That's okay." Amity assures her. "It's just you relaxing all the way. We're all safe and sound here, right now. So just relax. We're not pressuring you." Luz bites her lip, then nods slowly. She settles her head back on Hunter's shoulder, and he presses a small kiss in her hair. Together, Hunter and Amity start purring again, joined by the rest of the group. King leans his head against her chest, taking her hand in his and fiddling with her fingers and turning his attention back to the movie.  
Luz allows herself to relax. It's okay if she doesn't purr, but Titan-dang it if she isn't curious. What did it sound like? Did it really sound like King's? Was it really his father's purr? Luz sighs deeply and pulls her brothers and girlfriend closer to her. Her throat tenses up again, and Luz has a feeling she knows why. She allows her throat to relax, and King wheels around to bury his face in her chest.  
"Dad." He mumbles. Amity squeezes her hand and Hunter kisses her head again. Luz' eyes widen. She tries to tune out the movie so she can listen.  
Her own purr. She can hear it. It's deep. Not as deep as Hunter's. It sounds like a soprano version of King's purr; higher in pitch and frequency than King, Hunter and Willow but deeper than Amity and Gus' purrs and Vee's whistle-squeal.  
"I love it." Amity whispers. "It fits perfectly." King squeezes her arm.  
"It's like I can hear my dad." He whispers. "Thank you Luz."  
Luz purrs louder. 
Afterword
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Summary
Luz and Amity are hanging out when Amity sees a notebook on Luz's bookshelf.
Luz's Notebook
It was a Friday afternoon at the Noceda household, Luz and Amity had just gotten back from school. Luz was very excited, because Amity was staying over for the whole weekend. They started talking about all the things they could do together.
"We could go bowling... no! golfing... mini golfing!" Luz shouted.
"Calm down Luz, we have lots of time to think about it," Amity stated, "And besides, we don't have to do something elaborate every time I come over, it's fun to just chill and talk too, ya know?"
"True... but... we could also go to the mall, we could go to a fancy restaurant, we could go to the laser tag arena..."
Amity loved how Luz could gush about literally anything, she always talks with such energy, and pure joy. She could listen to Luz talk all day if she wanted to, even if she didn't understand a word she was saying.
Luz could tell that Amity was paying attention, because she would always have the same grin on her face, and her eyes would sparkle with adoration.
Luz was still giving out ideas, when all of the sudden Amity's face changed. Luz noticed this and stopped talking.
Amity had noticed something behind Luz on the top of her bookshelf. It was a notebook of some kind, and Amity had never seen it before.
"What's that?" Amity asked, while pointing to it.
Luz turned around, and saw her notebook. She had left it out in the open by accident.
"Oh, that?... That's just... um... that's just my um..."
Amity noticed that Luz looked a little uncomfortable, so she spoke up and put her hand on top of Luz.
"Luz, it's okay if you don't want to talk about it, I understand. Like, I have a Diary too, remember?"
"Yeah, I remember, but... this isn't a Diary,"
"Oh... well, whatever it is, you don't have to-"
"No no, Amity... I feel like I... should tell you about this. I'm just, really nervous,"
"Seriously Luz, if you don't want to talk about it that's fine,"
"It's about you though Amity,"
This comment made Amity stare directly into Luz's precious eyes, and ask, "It is?"
"Yeah... it's all about you,"
Amity smiled, and her heart pounded. It felt like it was gonna burst out of her chest. Luz had been writing a secret book about her for who knows how long!
"How long have you been writing in it for?" she asked.
Luz let out a soft chuckle, "Like three years I think," she was a bit embarrassed.
Three years! Amity just couldn't handle it, she wanted to know so badly what was in that book, but she made sure not to pressure Luz into reading it, in any way whatsoever.
"That's quite a long time," Amity said, blushing slightly.
"Yeah, I know. I've actually had this book for a bit longer then three years, I just didn't start writing in it until after we had started dating,"
Amity was going to explode.
"Sorry if you think it's weird, I just-"
"I don't think it's weird," Amity replied.
"You don't?" Luz asked.
"No, I don't think it's weird at all," Amity responded, while rubbing Luz's shoulder, "I think it's actually really sweet,"
Luz sighed, and then smiled, "Do you want me to read some of it?"
On the inside Amity was bursting at the seems, but on the outside she was trying to play it cool, which didn't last very long.
"YES!" she shouted, "I mean uh... yeah sure,"
Luz chuckled, "Alright sweet potato,"
 
This book has been sitting in my bag for quite sometime, so I thought I should finally write something in it.
About two weeks ago, was one of the BEST days I have ever had!
If you're wondering what happened, well I'll tell you. I GOT A GIRLFRIEND!
I know, crazy right! I didn't think I could actually do it!
Well technically, I didn't really do much. I wasn't even the one to confess!
If you're wondering who it was by the way, it was the wonderful Amity Blight, who I had been crushing on for quite a while.
Seriously, she's so cute.
What's really funny, is that I knew that she liked me back, but I was still nervous to ask her out.
She literally kissed me about a week before we started dating.
I'm still not sure how long she has liked me for, but my best guess is that she might have felt something during our Grom dance.
I gotta give big props to Hooty for setting us up.
It might have been a little bit... unconventional, but it all worked out fine in the end.
I've never been more happy in my entire life! Amity is the girl of my dreams!
Oh! And I forgot to mention. She dyed her hair lilac! It complements her sooooo well!
I haven't been able to stop thinking about her, she is always on my mind.
And the fact that she's a witch too, AAAAA this doesn't feel real... BUT IT IS!
 
"All of that was written in one day," Luz concluded.
Amity was absolutely smitten, and she couldn't help but blush the whole way through.
"Now, here is what I wrote on the next day," Luz continued.
 
Okay, so I've already established that Amity is like the coolest girl ever, but I wanna write In this notebook every time she does something really awesome!
Here's something she did a few days back.
I had gotten the common mold, which is a sickness in The Boiling Isles.
By the way, this was like two days after me and Amity became girlfriends.
Anyways, I was very sick. I don't remember a lot of what happened, but Eda told me most of it.
Amity knew I was sick, because I wasn't at school, so she decided to help take care of me, because she's just that cool.
Willow and Gus helped too, but Amity was in control of everyone, even Eda, which is funny to think about.
Amity had even made a little abomination to give me tissues and such.
Apparently, I tried to EAT the Portal Key, which could have ended TERRIBLY if it weren't for Amity's abomination.
So now Amity was a hold of the key... this comes into play later.
Something I do remember vividly, was The Echo Mouse, it projects everything it eats, and at one point during the day, it projected something very important.
A WAY TO GET TITAN'S BLOOD! 
It was at a place called Eclipse Lake!
Eda tells me I tried to escape my room to find the titan blood, but she caught me mid-air, and then Willow had to wrap me in blanket some I wouldn't try it again.
Since I couldn't go, Amity volunteered to go with Eda and King to find the Titan's Blood.
Her exact reason for wanting to do so was... because she was my girlfriend... how sweet.
In the end they didn't find the Titan's Blood at Eclipse Lake... but Amity was able to get some from the the portal key, which she gave to Hunter.
They this big fight and everything, and she told me that the reason she gave him the key, was so that he would stay away from me.
By the time they got home, I was already feeling better, so I gave Amity a big old hug!
She deserved it for all the trouble she went through... even if I didn't know about it at the time.
 
"Why'd you stop, keep going!" Amity shouted.
Luz laughed, "Wow, you are really invested in this aren't you?"
"I'm ashamed to admit it, but yes. This is doing great for my self-esteem," Amity replied.
"Good," said Luz.
 
These last few days have been pretty rough. Long story short, my mama wants me to stay in the human realm.
I was pretty bummed yesterday, because I had tried to film a video for her, to maybe change make her change her mind.
It didn't go very well.
Then some other stuff happened yadda yadda, and Amity ended up with my phone.
Now being the respectful person she is, she decided not to watch the video I recorded for my mom, and instead she decided to talk to me about it, which I greatly appreciated.
Oh also, she saved me from being basically killed by a Coven Leader, that was insane.
Like seriously, she always knows just what to do!
She also made like this cool abomination skateboard for us to ride on. It was sick!
 
"You know, I actually went to Willow's house for advice on that day," Amity butted in.
"Really?" Luz asked.
"Yeah, I didn't really know what to do. I was nervous, and Willow seemed like she was philosophical to know what I should do,"
"What did she say?"
"She told me to go with my gut. So I did, and I didn't watch the video,"
Luz smiled, "I'm gonna write that down,"
 
After Luz, had finished writing what Amity had said, she handed the book over to Amity.
"Getting tired of reading it to me?" Amity asked.
"No," Luz laughed, "It's full, I have completely run out of room,"
Amity opened it up and skimmed through. Luz was right. Every page was filled.
"That book is yours now girl," Luz said.
Amity began to tear up, "I will read this whole thing, and I will enjoy every page!"
"You better. That took three years to write,"
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